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        Democrats Are Treating a Big Win as a Liability
        Patrick George

        Representative Elissa Slotkin, a Michigan Democrat in a tight race for a Senate seat, has been on the defensive about a manufacturing renaissance happening in her own backyard.Thanks to incentives that President Joe Biden's administration has championed in the Inflation Reduction Act and other legislation, Michigan alone could see 50,000 or more new jobs by 2030 brought on by the boom in electric vehicles. And yet, in a new ad, Slotkin all but disavows EVs, telling voters, "I live on a dirt road,...

      

      
        The Giant Asterisk on Election Betting
        Lila Shroff

        On Election Night, millions of Americans will watch anxiously as the ballot counts stream in. Most will be worried about the political future of their country. Some will also have money on the line.Over the past several months, election betting has gone mainstream. On Polymarket, perhaps the most popular political-betting site, people have wagered more than $200 million on the outcome of the U.S. presidential election. The election forecaster Nate Silver recently joined the company as an adviser,...

      

      
        Why You Might Need an Adventure
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Almost everyone knows the first line of Herman Melville's 1851 masterpiece Moby-Dick: "Call me Ishmael." Fewer people may remember what comes next--which might just be some of the best advice ever given to chase away a bit of depression:
Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffi...

      

      
        Is Journalism Ready for a Second Trump Administration?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn the campaign trail, Donald Trump has been very clear about the shape of his revenge against the mainstream media. He's mused, a few times, about throwing reporters in jail if they refuse to leak their sources. He's talked about taking away broadcast licenses of networks he's deemed unfriendly. He's made it clear that he will notice if any member of the press gets too free with their critiques and do his best to get in ...

      

      
        A Surprising Window Into the Growing Pains of Older Adults
        Hannah Giorgis

        For more than 25 years, some of reality TV's most memorable--and villainous--contenders have declared that they're "not here to make friends." But on The Golden Bachelorette, the second Bachelor-franchise installment focused on a romantic lead older than 60, friendship isn't a fruitless distraction from the main event. The new series follows the 61-year-old widow Joan Vassos and an eclectic group of men hoping to win her over--some of whom have also lost their spouse. In a pleasant break from standa...

      

      
        Eight Nonfiction Books That Will Frighten You
        Sarah Weinman

        A decade ago, the inaugural season of Serial debuted. The podcast, about the 1999 murder of Hae Min Lee and questions surrounding the arrest and conviction of her former boyfriend, Adnan Syed, drew upon the alchemy of suspenseful storytelling and a taste for the lurid that has enticed Americans for centuries. Serial's massive popularity, and its week-by-week format, overhauled how the genre was received: Audiences were no longer content with merely consuming the story. They wanted to be active pa...

      

      
        The Democratic Theory of Winning With Less
        Ronald Brownstein

        For years, the dominant belief in both parties has been that Democrats need to run up a big lead in the national presidential popular vote to win an Electoral College majority. But in the dead-heat election of 2024, that may no longer be true. The distinctive dynamics of the 2024 campaign could allow Kamala Harris to eke out an Electoral College win even if Donald Trump runs better in the national popular vote this time than during his previous two campaigns.The belief that Democrats need a big p...

      

      
        What Orwell Didn't Anticipate
        Megan Garber

        1984 ends not with a bang, but with a grammar lesson. Readers of George Orwell's novel--still reeling, likely, from the brutal dystopia they've spent the previous 300-odd pages living in--are subjected to a lengthy explanation of Newspeak, the novel's uncanny form of English. The appendix explains the language that has been created to curtail independent thought: the culled vocabulary; the sterilized syntax; the regime's hope that, before long, all the vestiges of Oldspeak--English in its familiar f...

      

      
        America's Class Politics Have Turned Upside Down
        Roge Karma

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.A simple and intuitive view of democratic politics holds that political parties exist to advance the material self-interest of the coalitions that support them. If this were true, then as the Democrats became the party of high-earning college graduates, they would have abandoned economic policies that would threaten those voters' pocketbooks. A version of this essential...

      

      
        'The Iranian Period Is Finished'
        Robert F. Worth

        At the end of September, when Israel's campaign to destroy Hezbollah was reaching its height, I met one of the group's supporters in a seaside cafe in western Beirut. He was a middle-aged man with a thin white beard and the spent look of someone who had not slept for days. He was an academic of sorts, not a fighter, but his ties to Hezbollah were deep and long-standing."We're in a big battle, like never before," he said as soon as he sat down. "Hezbollah has not faced what Israel is now waging, n...

      

      
        How Trump Is Baiting Harris
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.This is the time for closing arguments from Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. But Trump's closing argument is not a closing argument at all: It's an invitation. He and his campaign are acting in hopes of provoking Harris, pushing her to muddle her final message.The statements and sentiments on display fro...

      

      
        This Is What $44 Billion Buys You
        Charlie Warzel

        Elon Musk didn't just get a social network--he got a political weapon.It's easy to forget that Elon Musk's purchase of Twitter was so rash and ill-advised that the centibillionaire actually tried to back out of it. Only after he was sued and forced into legal discovery did Musk go through with the acquisition, which has been a financial disaster. He's alienated advertisers and turned the app, now called X, into his personal playground, where he's the perpetual main character. And for what?Only Mus...

      

      
        Photos: The Spirit of Halloween 2024
        Alan Taylor

        Over the past several weeks, people around the world have been celebrating the season of Halloween--dressing up, taking part in parades and festivals, hosting parties, and braving trips through haunted houses (and at least one haunted car wash). Collected below are photos that capture some of these scary (and fun) pre-Halloween festivities in Wales, Japan, India, Romania, Spain, Ireland, Thailand, the United States, and elsewhere.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are pu...

      

      
        The Year My Father Died
        Katie Peterson

        (for Jan) 

The mind is a prison, portcullis-
hidden, surrounded by a moat. Rituals
inside designed for correction.
The dangerous belong in the dungeon. The year
my father died, I went to the mind.

The year after, I went about my business.
My marriage existed. We painted
the house, raised the child inside it, changed
the path of the rose trellis
to avoid the lemon tree. Survived.

For the rest of my life, I travelled
across the earth. I brought to the mountain
what belonged to the mountain.
I th...

      

      
        How Israel Could Be Changing Iran's Nuclear Calculus
        Uri Friedman

        The latest salvo in the decades-long conflict between Iran and Israel lit up the predawn sky over Tehran on Saturday. Israeli aircraft encountered little resistance as they struck military targets in retaliation for an Iranian attack earlier this month. Although Iran appeared to downplay its impact, the strike was Israel's largest ever against the Islamic Republic. It raised not only the specter of full-scale war but also a prospect that experts told me has become much more conceivable in recent ...

      

      
        Hannah Dreier Wins 2024 Michael Kelly Award for <em>New York Times</em> Investigation
        The Atlantic

        Hannah Dreier is the winner of the 21st annual Michael Kelly Award for her series "Alone and Exploited," published by The New York Times in 2023. Dreier's sweeping and groundbreaking investigation into migrant child labor in the United States brought a "new economy of exploitation" to national attention.

In their commendation, the judges describe Dreier's reporting as tenacious and impactful, and note her "sheer doggedness in uncovering this scandal." Dreier is a Pulitzer Prize-winning investiga...

      

      
        Trump Pays the Price for Insulting Puerto Rico
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        On Sunday, at a rally at Madison Square Garden, in New York, Donald Trump and his supporters gave their closing argument. It began with offensive, identity-based jokes straight from the '80s; continued with a shout-out to a Black man involving watermelon; and at some point implied that Kamala Harris, the vice president of the United States, was a sex worker. Along the way were sprinklings of anti-Semitic, Islamophobic, and xenophobic comments, including this gem from the Trump adviser Stephen Mil...

      

      
        Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula
        Zoe Schlanger

        For the past several years, I've been telling my friends what I'm going to tell you: Throw out your black plastic spatula. In a world of plastic consumer goods, avoiding the material entirely requires the fervor of a religious conversion. But getting rid of black plastic kitchen utensils is a low-stakes move, and worth it. Cooking with any plastic is a dubious enterprise, because heat encourages potentially harmful plastic compounds to migrate out of the polymers and potentially into the food. Bu...

      

      
        When the Pope Dies, the Cardinals Get Catty
        Shirley Li

        Early in the film Conclave, cardinals from around the world descend upon Vatican City after the death of the pope. Dressed in their scarlet vestments, they head to their guest rooms. A montage shows them rolling their suitcases through cavernous entryways, taking smoking breaks, and checking their iPhones. When they've finished settling in, cigarette butts blanket the marble floors.These images are striking. Here are ostensibly the most virtuous men in the world not only acting like normal human ...

      

      
        Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive
        Nicholas Florko

        When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.In the name of journalism, I went...

      

      
        An Overlooked Path to a Financial Fresh Start
        Michael Waters

        Alexza, a Midwest native, struggled with credit-card debt for 10 years, working multiple jobs--as a nanny, bartender, and distillery tour guide--just to meet the minimum payments. Collection agencies called her constantly. She stopped answering, but that wasn't enough to escape her financial anxiety. She entered an inpatient therapy program in large part because of the stress, which compounded her debts further. (Alexza requested to be referred to by only her first name in order to speak candidly a...

      

      
        Muslim American Support for Trump Is an Act of Self-Sabotage
        Hussein Ibish

        Over the weekend, a group of Arab American and Muslim American leaders in Michigan appeared onstage at a Donald Trump rally and urged their communities to vote for him. The outreach might be working: A recent poll showed Trump with a narrow lead among Arab American voters.This is shocking, but hardly surprising. It's shocking because Trump's stated policies--on Palestine, on political freedom, and on the very presence of Muslims in America--are antithetical to so much of what most of these voters b...

      

      
        The Worst of Crypto Is Yet to Come
        Christopher Beam

        Cryptocurrency has been declared dead so many times that its supposed demise is a running joke within the industry. According to the website 99Bitcoins, the obituary of crypto's flagship token has been written at least 477 times since 2010. A round of eulogies occurred last year, after several crypto-trading giants, including FTX, collapsed, and the Securities and Exchange Commission filed a barrage of lawsuits against major blockchain companies. "Crypto is dead in America," said the tech investo...

      

      
        Why Kamala Harris Is Targeting Deep-Red Counties
        David A. Graham

        Photographs by Mike BellemeGaston County, North Carolina, is not an obvious place to look for Democrats. Just a few miles east is Charlotte, one of the state's Democratic strongholds, but suburban Gaston hasn't voted for a Democratic presidential candidate since 1976, when the South threw its weight behind Jimmy Carter. In recent years, the high-water mark is Barack Obama's 37 percent vote share in his first election. In 2020, it was one of President Donald Trump's last campaign stops as he worke...

      

      
        What <em>Election Integrity</em> Really Means
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The phrase election integrity sounds noble on its face. But in recent years, election deniers have used it to lay the groundwork for challenging the results of the 2024 election.A few months after Donald Trump took office in 2017, he signed an executive order establishing the "Presidential Advisory Comm...
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Democrats Are Treating a Big Win as a Liability

They don't want to talk about how President Biden's policies have created an EV-manufacturing boom.

by Patrick George




Representative Elissa Slotkin, a Michigan Democrat in a tight race for a Senate seat, has been on the defensive about a manufacturing renaissance happening in her own backyard.



Thanks to incentives that President Joe Biden's administration has championed in the Inflation Reduction Act and other legislation, Michigan alone could see 50,000 or more new jobs by 2030 brought on by the boom in electric vehicles. And yet, in a new ad, Slotkin all but disavows EVs, telling voters, "I live on a dirt road, nowhere near a charging station, so I don't own an electric car."



"No one should tell us what to buy, and no one is going to mandate anything," she says in the ad. "What you drive is your call--no one else's." Only in between such assurances does Slotkin allow that if an EV boom is happening, she'd rather those cars be built in Michigan than in China.



Normally, an economic explosion of this magnitude would be the kind of win that any politician would fight for and hinge reelections on. But Slotkin's party is clearly not winning the information war over electric vehicles. The IRA is spurring General Motors, Ford, Volvo, BMW, and many others to retrofit old car plants and build new battery factories across the U.S., challenging China for control over the technology of the future. Economic stories like Michigan's are playing out in Georgia, Nevada, North and South Carolina, and Tennessee, too. Yet, according to recent data from the nonprofit advocacy group American EV Jobs Alliance, more than 75 percent of the political messaging about EVs this election cycle has been negative. Donald Trump has been railing against what he and critics falsely call electric-vehicle "mandates" for drivers; Vice President Kamala Harris hasn't exactly been on camera ripping hard launches in an electric Hummer the way Biden did in 2021. Instead, she too has been reassuring crowds that "I will never tell you what car you have to drive." Democrats have decided to treat what should have been one of the biggest manufacturing and job wins of the past century as a political liability.



"I think the great, irritating tragedy to all this is the actual story of EVs and auto jobs is a very good one," says Mike Murphy, a longtime Republican political consultant who co-founded the American EV Jobs Alliance and also runs the EV Politics Project, which is dedicated to pushing Republicans towards EV adoption. His group found that most political messaging about EVs references people being forced to drive electric someday under some kind of "gas car ban" that starts with layoffs now and will ultimately kill the American auto industry. None of that is true; nowhere in the U.S. has "mandates" that every person must drive an electric car. Trump has also repeatedly and misleadingly said that EVs "don't go far" (their ranges can rival gas vehicles) and are "all going to be made in China" while comically overstating the cost of building electric-vehicle chargers. Somehow, it seems to be working. During this election, the narrative has spun out of control, particularly in Michigan, Murphy told me. Tens of thousands of new manufacturing jobs are coming to Michigan because of EVs, Murphy said. "The problem is that it's the biggest secret of the campaign."



The Biden administration did set a goal of increased EV sales--that 50 percent of all new cars sold in 2030 would have zero tailpipe emissions. Functionally, that means developing a robust local battery-manufacturing ecosystem after America and the rest of the world spent decades outsourcing it to China. And the IRA was meant to give carmakers and parts suppliers the teeth to actually do that work. Ample evidence suggests that the act's plans are working as intended--especially in red and swing states. The Hyundai Motor Group has sped up the opening of Georgia's biggest-ever economic-development project, its new $7.6 billion EV-making "Metaplant." Last week, Scout Motors--a classic American brand revived by the Volkswagen Group--unveiled an electric truck and SUV that it aims to manufacture in South Carolina at a new $2 billion factory by 2027. Tennessee is becoming an epicenter for battery-making, thanks to some $15 billion invested for various EV projects. And Kentucky is also seeing billions in job-creating investments from Toyota, Rivian, and other companies as it seeks to become what Governor Andy Beshear has called "the EV capital of the United States." Cleaner cars, manufactured at home, with battery technology no longer firmly in the hands of a geopolitical adversary--from an electoral perspective, what's not to like?



Yet Democrats on the campaign trail are reluctant to talk about any of this. And so far, American car buyers simply aren't as willing to buy EVs as policy makers and automakers hoped. EV sales have risen significantly since the early days of the Biden administration, but they haven't taken off the way automakers believed they would. GM, for example, once projected 1 million EVs produced by 2025 but will have scored a major victory if it can sell 100,000 by the end of this year. Those slower-than-expected sales, plus the fact that automakers are getting crushed on still-high battery costs, have led several companies to cancel or delay new EV projects. Plenty of Americans have little to no personal exposure to cars outside the gas-powered ones they've been driving for a century, and still regard EVs as expensive toys for wealthy people on the coasts.
 
 Democrats have not yet figured out how to square these two realities: American voters might support the jobs that EV manufacturing creates, but they can be fearful of or even hostile toward the product. Instead, the party has ceded rhetorical ground to Trump's line of attack: that Biden's (and presumably Harris's) policies are meant to force Americans to someday buy a car they don't want, or even "take away your car," as the Heritage Foundation has put it. "The Republican Party in the Senate race has been pounding, pounding, pounding on the [internal-combustion engine] ban, which is a scary thing that tests pretty well if you want to scare voters, particularly in Michigan," Murphy said. The GOP's anti-EV sentiment has been helped along, too, by the fossil-fuel industry's ad campaigns.



Meanwhile, the CEOs of Ford, General Motors, and the EV start-up Rivian have all expressed dismay about how politicized vehicle propulsion has become. The Tesla CEO Elon Musk doesn't seem to be much help: Trump has repeatedly said that Musk has never asked him to go easier on EVs, something Musk cheerfully reaffirmed on X. Trump has vowed to repeal Biden's EV "mandate" on day one of his presidency; whether he can without an act of Congress is the subject of intense speculation in the auto industry. Then again, a Trump sweep could mean he'd get the firepower to do exactly that, by targeting the tax breaks to buy EVs, the incentives to manufacture them, or both. Trump is unlikely to be able to halt a transition happening at car companies all over the world, but he could delay it or put the U.S. further behind the curve.



In theory, no red-state governor or member of Congress should want to give up the jobs that the EV boom is creating. (Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, has contended that EV manufacturing will mean job losses for the auto industry overall, even though Honda and LG Energy Solution are committing some $4 billion to its future electric "hub" in Vance's home state of Ohio.) But the success of this manufacturing boom in Georgia or Michigan does hinge on people actually buying those products. One recent survey by an automotive research group found that a person's political identity has become less associated with EV acceptance. But Republican rhetoric could reverse that. Murphy pointed to one recent poll his group conducted showing that 62 percent of Michigan respondents said the government's push to adopt more electric vehicles is a bad thing for the state. Until recently, he told me, he felt that the auto industry's leaders weren't spooked by the political push against EVs. Now, he said, "they ought to be."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/democrats-electric-cars/680472/?utm_source=feed
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The Giant Asterisk on Election Betting

A disputed outcome could throw prediction markets into chaos.

by Lila Shroff




On Election Night, millions of Americans will watch anxiously as the ballot counts stream in. Most will be worried about the political future of their country. Some will also have money on the line.



Over the past several months, election betting has gone mainstream. On Polymarket, perhaps the most popular political-betting site, people have wagered more than $200 million on the outcome of the U.S. presidential election. The election forecaster Nate Silver recently joined the company as an adviser, and its election odds have been cited by media outlets including CNN, Bloomberg, and The New York Times. Polymarket is officially off-limits to U.S. users, but the website is still accessible using technical work-arounds. Americans can directly place bets on other platforms such as PredictIt and Kalshi, the latter of which was recently approved to offer legal election betting. Just this week, the investing app Robinhood launched its own presidential-election market.



In a sense, election betting is like sports betting: Think Donald Trump will win next week? Put money down on it, and profit if you're right. But these sites present themselves as more than just a way to make a quick buck. They assert that how people bet, whether on the benign (who will be the next James Bond?) or the consequential (will Israel and Hamas reach a cease-fire before the end of the year?), can help forecast the future. Because there's money involved, the thinking goes, these prediction markets leverage the collective wisdom of what people actually think will occur, not what they hope will. For example, this summer, prediction markets accurately forecast President Joe Biden's withdrawal from the race. If they are right about the election, Donald Trump has the edge: On Polymarket, for instance, Trump currently has roughly a 65 percent chance of winning the election.



But what will happen if the outcome is contested? Many Trump loyalists are already preparing for the next "Stop the Steal" campaign rooted in unfounded claims of a rigged election. A disputed election could plunge these betting sites into chaos. Prediction markets sometimes describe themselves as "truth machines." But that's a challenging role to assume when Americans can't agree on what the basic truth even is.



Prediction markets have become popular among Trump supporters--no doubt because they show that Trump is favored to win even as the polls remain deadlocked. If Trump loses, election denialists may look to the betting markets as part of their evidence that the race was stolen. The groundwork is already being laid. "More accurate than polls," Elon Musk recently tweeted to his more than 200 million followers on X, alongside an image displaying Trump's favorable Polymarket odds. "You shouldn't believe the polls," J. D. Vance has agreed. "I think that chart's about right," he said in reference to Kalshi's presidential odds. Even Trump himself has talked up his betting odds, both online and in real life. "I don't know what the hell it means, but it means that we're doing pretty well," he recently said of Polymarket, during a speech in Michigan. Indeed, if you follow only betting markets, a Trump loss might even be surprising, potentially fueling claims of foul play.



Prediction markets have already received significant attention in the lead-up to the election, but this might be only the start. Strange activity could occur on these betting sites after the polls close. That's because most of these markets will remain open for bets for weeks and months after the election, in some cases as late as Inauguration Day. A significant amount of money will likely be wagered after votes have been cast, and the market odds could diverge from election results.



That's what happened during the previous presidential election. In 2020, even after an audit had confirmed Biden's win in Georgia and his victory was certified, PredictIt still gave Trump a nontrivial chance of winning the state, at one point reaching as high as 17 percent. Putting money on a Trump win after he officially lost wouldn't make much sense--unless, that is, you genuinely believed that the election was stolen or that Trump would be successful in an extralegal attempt to overturn results. This time around, with more money on the line and election denialism already in the air, a contested election could result in even more anomalous election odds after the polls close. In other words, betting markets can't be disentangled from a reality in which a segment of the country does not believe the election results.



Especially on Polymarket, such a scenario could get weird fast. Polymarket runs on the blockchain--bets are made with cryptocurrency, and official decisions about who wins are made by the holders of a crypto token called UMA. If there is a disagreement over what occurred, UMA token-holders can vote to determine the official outcome. These are not lawyers scrupulously analyzing predefined rules, but people considering evidence posted to a Discord server. Although token-holders have strong incentives to vote honestly, the system is still vulnerable to manipulation. And in a highly contentious election, things could get messy.



Consider how the Venezuelan presidential election this summer played out on Polymarket. According to Polymarket's rules, the winner was to be determined based primarily on "official information from Venezuela." Given that the authoritarian incumbent Nicolas Maduro controlled the election, bettors initially favored him by a sizable margin--in part, because it seemed likely that he would stay in power, regardless of how Venezuelans voted. That's what happened. Although the opposition candidate, Edmundo Gonzalez, got more votes, Maduro stole the election. But the UMA arbiters declared Gonzalez the winner, overriding Polymarket's original rules. Some bettors defended the decision: Rubber-stamping Maduro's fraudulent win, they argued, would be "very bad, even dystopian." Others felt they had been scammed. "What happens next, if Trump doesnt recognize the election results," wrote one user in the Polymarket comments section.



Venezuela is a unique case. Trump cannot steal the election like Maduro did--he's not even currently in office. Still, UMA decision makers could go against official sources if the results are disputed. Even in the case of a contested election, such an outcome would be unlikely because it would be a massive blow to Polymarket's credibility, Frank Muci, a policy fellow at the London School of Economics, told me. However, he added, "if there are Supreme Court rulings and dissenting opinions and Trump is saying that the election was really stolen, [then] politics may override the narrow bottom line." Polymarket, which did not respond to multiple requests for comment, could always intervene and overrule UMA's results. It didn't do so after the Venezuela debacle, but earlier this year Polymarket refunded some users after UMA got a resolution wrong.



Other election-betting sites have more precautions in the case of a contested election. Both Kalshi and PredictIt determine market outcomes in-house. Xavier Sottile, the head of markets at Kalshi, said in an email that if Kalshi's users have a credible reason to dispute who is declared the winner on the platform, the company has "an independent market outcome review committee" that includes "election-focused academics" to verify the resolution. But if people disagree on who won the election, some percentage of bettors are destined to be deeply unhappy, no matter how fairly these markets are resolved.



After the election, betting sites may look less like oracles than mirrors, reflecting the nation's disunity back at us. In 2020, Trump's outsize odds on prediction markets following Biden's win led Nate Silver to write that that markets were "detached from reality." So too is our country. Many Republicans falsely believe that Trump won the last election, a lie that Vance has repeated of late. In a way, prediction markets act as a microcosm of America's political psyche, distilling the confusion of our political moment into tidy charts.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/political-betting-polymarket-disputed-election/680473/?utm_source=feed
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Why You Might Need an Adventure

In a rut? Try shaking things up.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

Almost everyone knows the first line of Herman Melville's 1851 masterpiece Moby-Dick: "Call me Ishmael." Fewer people may remember what comes next--which might just be some of the best advice ever given to chase away a bit of depression:

Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet ... then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can.


Melville's narrator was ostensibly a 19th-century whaler, whose cure for what he called the "hypos" was to hit the high seas and forget his troubles. Whaling was not exactly curling up with a cup of hot chocolate and a comfort dog; it was a brutal, exhausting, dangerous job (just read the rest of the novel for an ample account of that).

So Ishmael's prescription might seem counterintuitive advice in today's era of self-care. But Melville perhaps knew something that we have forgotten: When life is getting you down, the answer is not more comfort but less. If you're troubled by your own case of the hypos, the remedy may be a tough challenge.

From the June 1948 issue: W. Somerset Maugham on Moby-Dick

In 2017, a scholar at the Murdoch University in Australia proposed a provocative hypothesis about why materially comfortable humans would nonetheless be drawn to difficult, even dangerous tasks. The researcher started from the observation that the universe is at once life-giving and deadly, and that therefore, from the outset, humans needed to embrace risk to flourish. This characteristic, arguably encoded in the genome ever since, may manifest in human beings as a tendency to adopt risky heroic behaviors and admire them in fellow humans.

That genetic inheritance gets reinforced by culture--which is why heroic adventure forms the basis of nearly all mythologies. This was Joseph Campbell's famous conclusion in his 1949 study of archetypes, The Hero With a Thousand Faces. In it, Campbell, who was a professor of literature, laid out the structure of the "monomyth," which provides the underlying architecture of a narrative tradition that spans millennia commonly known as the "hero's journey," such as the Old Testament's King David story and George Lucas's Star Wars series.

This ur-myth opens with a call to adventure, proceeds through a series of difficult trials and dangerous obstacles, and finally ends in triumph. The psychoanalyst Carl Jung, who, among other things, popularized the concept of archetypes, saw that for anyone, pursuing some metaphorical form of the hero's journey might be indispensable to finding satisfaction in life. "Only one who has risked the fight with the dragon and is not overcome by it wins the hoard," he wrote.

Evidence from modern researchers does indeed suggest that framing one's life as this type of quest, even when it is difficult or unwelcome, can lead to positive transformation. In one 2023 experiment, scholars asked participants to reframe their life as one that followed the steps in the hero's journey. The researchers found that doing so raised their subjects' sense of purpose; it also made a difficult task more meaningful to them and improved their resiliency to trouble.

But beyond simply rewriting your life story to be more of a hero's journey, starting an actual one in the form of a voluntary challenge or adventure can bring immediate and big happiness benefits. Consider a 2013 study finding that experienced climbers tend to derive unusual spiritual inspiration, experience a greater sense of flow, and generally feel happier when they climb mountains. A 2023 meta-analysis of research on outdoor adventures showed that participants in these experiences profited in at least one of four ways: physical and mental balance, personal development, community, and immersion and transformation.

Arthur C. Brooks: Jung's five pillars of a good life

A challenging adventure doesn't have to be physical in nature to bestow benefits; it can equally be mental. Indeed, learning new things with a spirit of curiosity and exploration has been shown to induce positive moods. This raises an interesting paradox that appears in this field of happiness research: People derive a lot more happiness from high-skill activities that require learning than they do from low-skill ones that don't, yet we typically settle for the latter. In other words, you will probably be much happier reading about philosophy or science than you will if you just scroll social media--so why are you still scrolling? The obvious answer is that it takes a lot less learning effort and mental focus--and although the happiness benefits of reading Cicero will probably be greater, they are deferred and seem abstract compared with the instant, if largely illusory, gratification of sitting on the couch watching videos on your phone.

Just as more demanding physical and mental adventures raise happiness, their absence can harm well-being. This is a common theme that has emerged from analysis of declining mental health during the coronavirus-pandemic lockdowns, when people suffered from a lack of external stimuli and new experiences. Those who did best during this period tended to be people with an "adventure-based mindset"--who purposely went in search of new, interesting, and challenging things to see and do.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why so many people are unhappy in retirement

If you find yourself a bit "grim about the mouth" like Ishmael, you don't necessarily need to risk your life chasing an enraged sperm whale around the world. But you don't have to accommodate your melancholy, either. I can suggest two approaches that you can employ right away to take on your hypos.

The first strategy is to use that narrative device of the hero's journey to reframe your difficulties. This can be especially powerful if you have recently endured an event or hardship from which you're still struggling to recover. Say, for example, that you went through a bad breakup that you did not initiate. This experience is all too easy to frame as a humiliating defeat or evidence of failure. It is nothing of the sort if you can think of it this way instead: that your breakup jerked you out of a complacent reverie with unwelcome evidence that you were not actually in the right relationship.

That realization is in fact your call to adventure, per Campbell. Now, confronted with this truth, you can embark on the second stage of your journey: learning to overcome emotional obstacles and getting stronger through your pain. The greatest stage lies ahead, when you will emerge triumphant--more secure, more emotionally intelligent, more self-knowing--ready to love again and be happier, on your own terms.

The second strategy, if your life simply feels dull and gray, is to go find a challenge that is worthwhile, hard, maybe even scary. If you have gotten a little too comfortable marking time in work that doesn't inspire you, perhaps you should announce (to yourself at least) your intention to quit and start a job search. If the information you carry in your head has become stale to you, maybe it is time to go back to school in a new field. For a physical challenge, sign up for a half-marathon in six months' time or (my personal favorite) set out to walk a few hundred miles. If your terrestrial existence is getting tedious, go in search of metaphysical truths. And if it shocks people around you who always took you for someone without a spiritual bone in your body, all the better.

There is no guarantee that whatever adventure you choose will turn out the way you hope, of course. And that is the point. If it were safe, it wouldn't be heroic; if it were predictable, it wouldn't be an adventure. Even if your heroic exploits prove to be more uncomfortable or painful than you expected, that, too, is part of your journey. The object is not to win in a conventional way; it is to wake up and be fully alive. If it's for the first time in a long time, it should be bracing.

From the November 1956 issue: Ishmael and Ahab

One last point about the adventure you might seek: A common mistake is not to be Ishmael but Captain Ahab. Ahab--the doomed skipper of the Pequod, the whaling ship whose crew Ishmael joined--was singularly consumed with finding and killing Moby Dick, the great white whale. The days leading up to Ahab's fateful encounter with the great whale were a fever dream singularly focused on the object of his obsession. This makes Melville's story an inverted myth: an antihero's journey that began with a plan born of hate and vengefulness, that brought travails from which Ahab learned nothing, and that ended tragically in a way that permitted no return.

Your adventure should have a goal, it is true, but it is called a hero's journey for a reason. Happiness comes not from the blip that is a moment of victory but from the long arc of living, learning, and loving. That is the best cure for a damp, drizzly November in your soul.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/adventure-happiness-hero-journey/680441/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Is Journalism Ready for a Second Trump Administration?

A conversation with <em>The Atlantic</em>'s editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg
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On the campaign trail, Donald Trump has been very clear about the shape of his revenge against the mainstream media. He's mused, a few times, about throwing reporters in jail if they refuse to leak their sources. He's talked about taking away broadcast licenses of networks he's deemed unfriendly. He's made it clear that he will notice if any member of the press gets too free with their critiques and do his best to get in their way. These last couple of weeks, we've gotten a signal that maybe his threats are having an impact. Both The Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times had prepared endorsements of Kamala Harris, and their owners asked them at the last minute not to run them. Media reporters floated the obvious question of whether the owners backed off to appease Trump.

In this episode, we talk to Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic. This year, The Atlantic made the decision, rare in its history but consistent during the Trump years, to endorse a presidential candidate. (You can read the magazine's endorsement of Kamala Harris here.) Goldberg talks about navigating both pressures from owners and threats from the administration. And we discuss the urgent question of whether the media, pummeled and discredited for years by Trump, is ready for a second Trump administration.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Journalists who have covered Donald Trump's rallies--and I am one--know that it's an uncomfortable situation. He'll be giving a speech and mention the "fake media" or talk about reporters as the "enemy of the American people," and then the crowd will all turn towards the press area and start pointing and booing.

Trump has said he would jail reporters who don't reveal sources or take away broadcast licenses for outlets he doesn't like. So there's been a longtime standoff between the free press and a possible future president--which, in these last few days leading up to the election, has gotten a lot more real.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Recently, the Los Angeles Times and The Washington Post, at the 11th hour, decided not to endorse a political candidate, because their owners asked them not to. Both of these papers were going to endorse Kamala Harris, so the last-second decision certainly makes it look like they were backing off to appease Trump.

Motives aside, though, this moment raises an urgent question: Can The Washington Post; the L.A. Times; us, The Atlantic; all of American journalism stand up to a second Trump administration? Today, days before the election, we have with us our own editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, to talk about what's at stake in this endorsement story.

Here's our conversation.

[Music]

Rosin: As you know, the L.A. Times and The Washington Post made news for announcing they would not be endorsing in this presidential race. What was your reaction to that news?

Jeffrey Goldberg: My reaction was that they are not masters of excellent timing. If they had decided that, which is a perfectly fine position to take--and in retrospect, I kind of, sort of wish we took that position in 2016.

Rosin: You do?

Goldberg: Kind of. I just said, "kind of, sort of." That, I think, connotes ambivalence. Look--I see both sides of the issue, but that's not the issue right now with the L.A. Times or The Washington Post.

If you're going to decide that, decide it deliberately. Decide it, well, I would say, any time except two weeks before the most contentious and possibly closest election in American history.

The timing was exquisitely bad. I mean, you could not have chosen a worse time to make these decisions, and it's mind-boggling.

Rosin: So what you're saying is: It's perfectly legitimate for us to have a debate and for newspapers, internally, to have a debate about whether endorsements or not are appropriate. Because, you know, Jeff Bezos, who owns The Washington Post, gave reasons in his op-ed for why he didn't think endorsements were appropriate. So that's a totally legitimate debate. It's just that the timing of it is not right.

Goldberg: Yeah. The timing was awful in that it created mistrust, anger, anxiety. It's way too late to make that decision. I mean, there's a separate issue. I do believe that it's the owner's prerogative to decide if a newspaper should endorse X person or Y person.

Put aside the practical arguments, which, you know--does it really change anybody's mind? Does it really do anything? I think it's a perfectly legitimate thing to say that no journalism organization should speak in that kind of declarative voice.

You have a bunch of columnists. You have opinion writers. You have all kinds of people, podcasters. They should talk about what they think is going on in the election. They could talk about who they think is better and who is worse. I get all the sides of it. It's just--it's a little late in the process to announce that you're not going to endorse.

Rosin: The Post's owner, Jeff Bezos--he did defend the decision in his op-ed, saying, Americans don't trust the news media, and this is a move to restore that trust. Setting the timing aside for a minute, what do you think of that defense?

Goldberg: Horseshit. I think it's horseshit. I thought the whole first three, four paragraphs of that were horseshit, blaming the victim. I mean, it's true. It's true. The media is very, very low in polls of trustworthiness, lower than even Congress at this point, but there's a reason for that. And a very large reason is that there's a concerted, multiyear, billion-dollar campaign to undermine public trust in traditional modes of American journalism.

I mean, Elon Musk and Donald Trump are just two of the people who are organizing a campaign to make sure that Americans don't trust fact-based journalism. Fact-based journalism doesn't work for them, and so they are literally killing the messenger. And so for Jeff Bezos to write that we, in the press, have a problem and that no one trusts us, without alerting people to one of the huge reasons why, strikes me as ridiculous.

Rosin: I see. So it's horseshit because (A) it doesn't apply to The Washington Post--The Washington Post is not part of the problem--and (B) he didn't elaborate in any even remotely brave way about what he meant.

Goldberg: There's a war going on against the quote-unquote mainstream media. People who do not want to be investigated by mainstream journalists, by investigative reporters who are professionally trained to uncover things that powerful people don't want uncovered--the powerful people have organized themselves in a way to make sure that no citizen trusts The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal, The Atlantic, The New Yorker, the networks, the Associated Press, Reuters, plus a whole bevy of other investigative outfits.

They want to destroy our ability to communicate to people that we're trying--I mean, look: I'm not saying that we always get things right. We don't always get things right. But they have a vested interest in making sure that people don't trust those outlets, because those outlets are investigating them. And for Jeff Bezos--who is part of the oligarchic class, obviously--for Jeff Bezos to write this op-ed or have it written for him without acknowledging this fundamental fact seemed to be absurd.

Rosin: So readers, as we know, reacted by canceling their subscriptions, 250,000 so far. And I have--

Goldberg: Which is crazy.

Rosin: Crazy. I have many friends who work on the Post. It's adding up to what? Is it a tenth or an eighth of their subscription base?

Goldberg: I think it's 10 percent of their subscription base.

Rosin: Which has already been waning over the last many years.

Goldberg: Well, I mean, it did grow. I mean, it grew in the Trump era. A lot of people believed them, as they should have, when they said that Trump was a threat to the democratic order and to the American idea. They made their motto literally "Democracy dies in darkness."

A large number of people who were opposed to Trumpism became subscribers. What do they think is going to happen to those subscribers? The feeling of betrayal. I mean, I've talked to so many people who canceled or were thinking of canceling. The feeling of betrayal was deep in ways that I was even surprised. And here was an example of Jeff Bezos not understanding the consequences of his decision making.

Rosin: One obvious conclusion--or even mild conclusion--is that Jeff Bezos is concerned about what Trump thinks, which leads me to think that if Trump wins, lots of newspapers might have to account for that in their decision making and thinking. Like, it feels like that's how a chilling effect comes to be, is that you have to take into account what Trump thinks, even if it's minor. Like, I'll lose some customers, or I won't get this contract or another contract, that you have to be thinking about that, and that becomes part of the decision making.

Goldberg: Yeah. Look: no reason to disbelieve Bezos when he says that the meeting between Trump, Trump's people, and the Blue Origin--his space company--the CEO of that space company that happened that same day was coincidental. He didn't even know. He runs a very large organization. That's completely plausible that he had no idea that the timing was just terribly bad for him.

The larger point is: If you have multifarious business dealings with the federal government, and you're worried about a revenge-minded president with authoritarian predilections, it's asking a lot of a CEO not to take the threat that that president poses into account when you make decisions, which suggests to me that he's not equipped to be the owner of a newspaper.

The owner of a newspaper should place him or herself in a structurally oppositional frame of mind, which is: You have to be counter-opportunistic. Oh, the government's gonna cut my $3 billion contract. Screw them. I'm going to do what's right, and I'm going to stand up for the newspaper. 

If you're not equipped to own a publication, you really shouldn't. You just really shouldn't. And, you know, the shame of this is that, from everything I could see and everything that we all could see, he was pretty good at owning The Washington Post for a while.

Rosin: Well, that makes me wonder if the industry, as a whole, is ready for a possible second Trump administration. I mean, what you just described sounds like a kind of steeling and bravery that you have to be prepared for. And if Jeff Bezos, who has a huge amount of power, you know--like, if he loses a chunk, what does it matter?

If he can't do it, doesn't that make you worry about the industry in general?

Goldberg: Well, it depends, person to person. I mean, Patrick Soon-Shiong, who is the owner of the Los Angeles Times, is in a different category. He and his family, apparently, just believe in meddling. I mean, they believe that--look: Let me take one step back and note that ownership in the American system--ownership of a publication or a quality publication or a putatively quality publication in the American system--is very complicated and counterintuitive.

You buy a thing. As a rich person, you buy a publication, a business, and then you have to promise not to interfere with the running of the business. That's the way it's worked, traditionally. You have to--literally, there's no other business that I could think of where, you know, you go out and buy a bakery, and the first thing the bakery manager tells you is, Do not tell us what kind of bread to make, and if you do, all your employees are going to excoriate you publicly. You'd kind of be like, Well, I thought the fun part of owning a bakery is getting them to make bread I like, you know. And that's what journalism is, and this is my relationship with our owner at The Atlantic.

You know, she turns over to me decision making on all editorial matters. We have a relationship of trust, and we communicate, and I use her as a sounding board all the time, and it's a healthy relationship. But she accepts the line that our culture has devised and that a healthy democratic culture devises so that ownership is separate from editorial.

Rosin: Right. Okay. Earlier this month, The Atlantic endorsed Kamala Harris, which is the fifth time that the magazine has made an endorsement: Lincoln, LBJ, and then three times in the last three elections, all while Trump was the candidate and while you've been editor in chief.

Goldberg: Well, the first time, actually, was becoming editor, but I wasn't yet editor. I had a lot to do with the editorial, but just technically speaking.

Rosin: Okay, so why did you break the mold here?

Goldberg: The Atlantic promises its readers that it's going to be of no party or clique. That's written to the founding manifesto of The Atlantic, written in 1857 and signed by Ralph Waldo Emerson and Harriet Beecher Stowe and Herman Melville and Nathaniel Hawthorne and all the rest. And, you know, I do not want to screw with those guys, right? (Clears throat.)

I just don't want their ghosts haunting me. So we try very, very hard to be of no party or clique. But to me, the issue of Donald Trump is not an issue of party. I believe, and I think The Atlantic has expressed this belief in its journalism for 160-plus years: We believe that a strong conservative party, a strong conservative strain in American thinking, and a strong liberal strain--that makes a democracy healthy.

Let these ideas battle it out, and let the people decide who has the better idea. So we are a big tent, where we try to have differing opinions, but we don't support a particular party. And if Hillary Clinton in 2016 were running against Mitt Romney, John McCain, Marco Rubio, you know, Jeb Bush--name the list--we would have felt no urge whatsoever to endorse.

But I looked back, and others looked back at the 1964 endorsement of Lyndon Johnson to try to understand what that was about. And it was not about Barry Goldwater's positions on taxation or about privatization of government resources or even, in a way, foreign policy. It was about his demeanor. It was about his character. It was about his extremism.

And so the endorsement of LBJ was less an endorsement of LBJ than a warning about Barry Goldwater's characterological defects. So when the subject of Trump comes up, we're not looking at what he thinks we should do about the taxation of tips, or even his position on NATO, as ridiculous as I personally find it.

It's about his honesty. It's about his mental fitness. It's about his moral fitness. It's about his racism. It's about his expressed misogyny. It's about all those things. So it's not about party. It's not about ideas. It's about behavior and disposition and the threat that he poses.

And so in 2016, and then again, for reasons of consistency, if nothing else, in 2020 and now in 2024, we felt a need to endorse--again, not because he's a conservative, because he's not actually a conservative.

Rosin: Now, in any of these times, did you ever have doubts--like, real, serious doubts that you should do it?

Goldberg: No. Again, in retrospect, getting into it, I understand where, you know, if Bezos had announced a year ago, You know what? We just don't want to do this anymore--I totally understand the arguments for not doing it. We did it with Hillary. And remember: We were also, like everybody, in shock, in a kind of shock.

People who cover politics and know American politics--we were shocked that the Republican Party chose this person to be its standard-bearer four years after it picked Mitt Romney and eight years after it picked John McCain. How is this even possible?

So in that shock, in disbelief, I think we are more predisposed to say, You know what? This is so abnormal that we must say something. Then once you say it in 2016 and you see what he's done over four years, then in 2020, how is it not possible to do the same thing? And then after January 6, 2021, it seemed pretty obvious to me that we would have to keep going with these anti-endorsements.

Rosin: And in your mind, does that shift the magazine's position to less of an observer-critic and more of a participant in the election?

Goldberg: The magazine is a participant in the election in that members of the writers collective of The Atlantic are pretty clear, in many different ways, about how they feel about Donald Trump, what they think about Donald Trump.

And by the way, we're not a resistance magazine, and I've said this over and over again. If we could run pro-Trump material that could pass through our fact-checking process, I would print it. Our goal is to say things that are true, right?

And so we do have pieces, from time to time, that come in that do argue that "X Trump policy is smart." We ran a piece recently by H. R. McMaster, his former national security advisor, who said, You know what? Don't throw the baby out with the bathwater. Some of the things that he's done may be for the wrong reasons. Maybe he executed them stupidly. But these ideas are good ideas.

So we'll run pieces like that. Again, it just has to get through fact-checking. So yes--it's a definitively different kind of decision when you speak in an institutional voice, no byline, and say, The Atlantic believes that X person should be president and not Y person.

And yes, you can create an image out in the world that you are now aligned with a party. That's why I'm so sensitive on this question of being of no party or clique, because this is not about Republican--

If, in the next election, the Republicans nominate, God knows, near anybody, I don't feel, you know--as long as they adhere to basic notions of rule of law, as long as they exercise self-restraint in their behavior and speech, as long as they haven't been proven to try to have overthrown the government.

I mean, I was down there on January 6. I saw, I heard his speech. And then I walked down to the Capitol. I know what he did. You know, there's two candidates in the race right now. One tried to overthrow the government; the other didn't. It's not that hard to say, as an institution, We're against overthrowing the government.

And so yeah, there are consequences to all these decisions, but I'm comfortable with the decision. As I said, there's a part of me that wishes that we hadn't gotten involved in that, but I'm also proud of the fact that we took these stands.

Rosin: In what?

Goldberg: In institutional endorsement.

Rosin: Like, if you could avoid it, you would?

Goldberg: Well, look: The Atlantic. I mean, one of the lessons of looking back at The Atlantic, you know, one of the great mysteries, by the way--I haven't been able to figure this out: 1860, The Atlantic endorses Lincoln for president. 1864, no endorsement. It's like, What does a guy have to do?

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right.

Goldberg: You know, jeez louise. I don't know. I mean, I would love to find the papers, if there are papers, that communicate why they didn't run an endorsement. (Laughs.) But anyway, you go from 1860 to 1964. You jump 104 years into the future before they endorse again. You know, as the editor in the Trump presidency, in the Trump era, I've got to say, Hmm, for 105, 104 years, they managed not to endorse. That means something. And so, you know, obviously, there's going to be ambivalence in my thinking.

Rosin: Okay. Time to leave Lincoln and enter the future. After the break, we talk about what a second Trump era might look like.

[Break]

Rosin: All right. So you've touched on some of the stakes. Let's contemplate an actual Trump era. Like, we're living in a Trump era. You yourself have faced specific--well, I'll take that back. The Atlantic has faced specific threats--

Goldberg: No. You could say me. It's true.

Rosin: --from Trump. And, specifically, in response to your reporting. So in 2020, you reported that Trump called veterans and fallen soldiers "suckers" and "losers," which has clearly remained on Trump's mind. Your recent reporting that he wished he had "the kind of generals Hitler had" also struck a chord. He's not a fan. He's interested in settling scores. Do you actually run through scenarios about the actual things that the magazine could face under a Trump presidency?

Goldberg: Sure. I don't want to go into specifics, but there are, obviously--and again, I'm not trying to be dramatic here. I don't expect storm troopers to come and try to padlock the doors of The Atlantic on January 20 if Trump should win or Trump should seize power in some manner or form.

But there are, obviously, ways that someone bent on revenge could take his revenge, not just on The Atlantic but a lot of the press and other institutions in American life. So of course we think about it. But you know, there's exactly zero choice here. If you find out something that's true, and it's relevant for your readers, you just gotta--I don't mean to sound self-righteous or anything, but that's literally the job. So you've got to do it, regardless of what the threat may be.

Rosin: I mean, I actually do think about what it looks like, because this is a relatively new situation for Americans, for American journalists. I do have trouble imagining what it would look like to operate in that kind of atmosphere. Like, how does a president get in the way of American journalism?

Goldberg: Right. I mean, look: There are--I'm not talking about us, specifically, now--but there have been discussions broadly across journalism. Obviously, one thing that Trump has talked about again and again is changing the libel laws, right? And this would require the Supreme Court to overturn a decision made in the 1960s about what constitutes libel.

But it wouldn't surprise me if they--and people who are supportive of Trump fund efforts to make it harder for journalists to do their jobs vis-a-vis, you know, nuisance lawsuits and trying to get legislation changed and trying to get the Supreme Court behind this legislation that would make it much easier to win libel suits against journalism organizations.

So there's that. That's a threat. There are other things that can happen, obviously. Something that's been talked about a lot is the use of the IRS against enemies. I mean, obviously, in normal-behaving administrations, you're not allowed to politicize the tax-auditing process, but I don't put that past them, obviously.

There are a bunch of things that you can do that don't involve, you know, frog-marching journalists to jail. I go back to this point: They're helping to create an atmosphere that's comprehensively hostile to work that previous American presidents--I'm going all the way back to Thomas Jefferson now--previous American presidents understood was indispensable to the smooth functioning of democracy. Which is to say: have a robust, independent press that could not be punished, jailed, silenced by a government.

Rosin: So that's the thing that I most worry about, is the shifting understanding of facts and truth. In your conversation with Barack Obama a couple of years ago, it was very interesting. He talked about how, in his campaign, he used to be able to show up in places, say swing-voter places, and convince people to change their minds about him.

And then he told you that he doesn't really think that that would be true anymore, because there's a world where new information, a new fact, a truth--it doesn't really move people. And I wonder if you think journalism is in a similar position. Like, we used to be able to show up and give people new information, new facts, and we would hope that those things would move them. And now it seems to work less that way.

Goldberg: Well, yeah. I'll give you an example from my own work to buttress your point. So four years ago, I published a story based on sources that Donald Trump has repeatedly used the terms suckers and losers to describe American war dead and American war wounded.

Obviously, a very damaging story. And the criticism from the White House--Donald Trump's White House at the time--was, Well, you don't have any evidence. You don't have any people on the record or using their names, so it's all made up. Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. And that became the discourse. Right?

Last year, John Kelly came out--John Kelly, former chief of staff, former Marine general, chief of staff to Donald Trump in his White House--came out and said, on the record with his name: Oh yeah. That's true. He used to say "suckers" and "losers" all the time. He's confirmed it to any number of publications. He confirmed it on the record to me. And so what I get, even today, are people saying, Well, you never proved it.

And I said, Well, actually, John Kelly's now said that he's heard Donald Trump. They say, You've never had any sources on the record. Well, John Kelly says it happened. Well, John Kelly's a liar. 

And it's like, Okay, it doesn't matter. My point is: It seems not to matter when you present people with what you consider to be evidence or what, in traditional journalism modes, is considered evidence. It doesn't matter anymore. People are impervious to new information if it doesn't conform to what they would like to believe.

And so we see that writ large, where, you know, the bubble around a certain group of people in America--let's say the hardcore Trump voters--the bubble is impermeable, right? There's no way of penetrating and saying, No. You said you wanted more evidence. Here's evidence.

Nope. That evidence--that's a deep fake. That evidence--nope. The person who says it to you is lying.

Rosin: Yes, Jeff, but that's our tool. Like, that's what we got. That's what we do. Like, what we do is evidence, facts. We present those evidence and facts, and if those just drop dead to the ground, then what's our role? Like, what are we doing?

Goldberg: Well, first of all, I never give up, because why would you give up trying to convince people (A)?

(B) and look: I do think this is a unique proposition of The Atlantic at this moment. I understand 30 percent of the people in America are really not going to believe, or say they don't believe, The Atlantic at this moment. So we're writing for the 70 percent, but I also think we're writing for the 30 percent.

I think just because you're banging your head against the wall doesn't mean that wall is not eventually gonna crack. And we have to find new ways of communicating, new ways of buttressing our reporting.

I also believe that people change all the time. And just because this is the pattern, and this is the path we're on, doesn't mean that it's going to be this way forever. I mean, I guess I'm optimistic in the sense that I think, you know, we're in a fever period right now and that the fever will break.

You know, my colleague--our colleague--Caitlin Flanagan, always says that "the truth bats last." And I hope she's right. It's just harder and harder.

I mean, this calls back to a little bit of the Jeff Bezos piece in which he doesn't acknowledge that the reason the press is mistrusted is because powerful people are trying to get ordinary citizens to mistrust the press--for their own selfish business reasons or political reasons. So we just have to keep going.

I have a lot of criticism of publications--let's call them elite publications--that are written for, let's say, the 20 percent most liberal portion of America and don't even try to get to other people anymore. Like, maybe it's a great business model. And fine. You know, everybody should do their thing. Whatever.

But I don't feel like The Atlantic is that. I think we have to try to build a bridge between, let's say, these two bubbles: You know, the bubble in which quote-unquote mainstream media lives and the bubble in which the hardcore Trump supporters live. It's a frustrating question because I don't know the answer. I haven't heard anybody come up with a formula for this, but we're just gonna have to keep trying because the alternative, giving up, is pure nihilism to me.

Rosin: Yeah. Well, we are days before the election. We've lived through a Trump presidency. People are talking about this Trump presidency returning without the guardrails of the last one. So how do you see our role, your role in that kind of administration?

Goldberg: I imagine that a coming theoretical second Trump administration is going to be somewhat to very different from the first one in that--I mean, you've heard all these cliches before: There will be no grown-ups. Trump and his people know how to manipulate the workings of government better. The velociraptors have learned how to turn the door handles.

You've heard all of the lines about it. So we can have more drama and more threats to the constitutional order and more threats to what we used to think of as normative political behavior. But I don't see our role changing, in the sense that we're just gonna write about it every day. And we're gonna cover it.

And, you know, I've said this to the staff before: The point of journalism--or the satisfaction of journalism--is not necessarily in changing the world for the better. If you change the world through your journalism to bring more light and truth and justice into the world, great. But you can't wake up every day assuming that's what's going to happen, because most of it is frustrating, just like any job in the world is going to be frustrating. And progress, however you define it, is going to be incremental, and you're not going to see it for a while, and so on.

But I think to myself, Look--we're in a democratic emergency. I want to be able to tell myself, as an old man, that I did everything that I could do to try to bring the country back to some kind of normalcy, to hold people who are behaving abnormally accountable.

And I want, especially, the younger people at The Atlantic to think to themselves that, 40 years from now, 50 years from now, when their grandchildren say, What did you do in that antidemocratic era? I want them to be able to say, I did everything that I could do. And that's important to me. I held my own standards up. I held the standards of my magazine up. And I invested, in a non-nihilistic way, in the future of this country, in the future of the ideas that animate it. 

And, you know, that's enough. All you can do is try using your journalism techniques, using the techniques of journalism to bring more illumination to the things that, in this case, a Donald Trump might do.

So all we can do is go to work and write about what they're doing and cover what they're doing and hold it up to the light and let people judge for themselves if what they're doing is good or bad. So, you know, it's anticlimactic in a way. It's not overly dramatic. The thing that we can do is go to work and do our jobs, the jobs that we were trained to do.

We were not expecting, people my age, your age, whatever--we've been in journalism for a while, never really expecting a presidency like the first Trump presidency and certainly what could be a second Trump presidency. Never really expecting anything like this, but here we are.

So just cover the hell out of it, and make sure that you have put into the public record truth and reality and evidence, and, you know, tell truth to power. You know, you can't do anything more than that. And so all we're going to do is just do what we do.

Rosin: I really appreciate that. I feel exactly the same way. There are words out there like anxious, afraid, apathetic. I don't feel any of those things. I feel alert.

Goldberg: Alertness is great. We have the tools to alert people to these changes. We don't have to sit there just passively or impotently. So work as hard as you can to bring as much information and analysis to people who need it. That's great--great to have a job, great to have a role.

Rosin: Thank you for being inspirational, Jeff.

Goldberg: You want me to sing outtakes from Sound of Music?

Rosin: I wouldn't mind if you could stand on the desk while doing it. It would be even better.

Goldberg: "Climb Every Mountain?" I'll sing "The Battle Hymn of the"--look: If we have another Trump presidency, we're gonna get the staff every morning on Zoom to sing "The Battle Hymn of the Republic" together.

Rosin: Sounds good. I'll practice.

Goldberg: Yeah. I'm sure people are gonna really enjoy that.

Rosin: Sounds good. (Laughs.) All right, Jeff. Thank you so much for joining us.

Goldberg: Thank you.

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Happy Halloween. Get lots of candy. And don't forget to vote. Thank you for listening.
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A Surprising Window Into the Growing Pains of Older Adults

The men of <em>The Golden Bachelorette </em>are looking for love--but they're also finding friendship with one another.

by Hannah Giorgis




For more than 25 years, some of reality TV's most memorable--and villainous--contenders have declared that they're "not here to make friends." But on The Golden Bachelorette, the second Bachelor-franchise installment focused on a romantic lead older than 60, friendship isn't a fruitless distraction from the main event. The new series follows the 61-year-old widow Joan Vassos and an eclectic group of men hoping to win her over--some of whom have also lost their spouse. In a pleasant break from standard reality-TV convention, including within the Bachelor franchise, many of the show's most charming moments focus on the friendships formed among Joan's suitors.

By highlighting the men's bonds with one another, the new series builds on The Golden Bachelor's refreshing exploration of finding love after grief, and the ways a person's identity can shift in late adulthood. Together, the men wrestle with profound changes brought on by widowhood, retirement, divorce, and other big transitions. In its inaugural season, The Golden Bachelorette has offered a rare window into some of the distinct social and emotional challenges that Americans encounter later in life--and the varied connections that help them mitigate such weighty stressors.

Last year, Joan was an early favorite on The Golden Bachelor, where she quickly captured the septuagenarian widower Gerry Turner's interest. But after just three episodes, the mother of four walked away from the show to care for her newly postpartum daughter. Yet being on the program offered Joan an emotional reward beyond finding a permanent partner. During her brief time as a contestant, "My heart kind of got a little fix from Gerry," she said during a tearful exit. "As you get older, you become more invisible. People don't see you anymore." Her words resonated with many Golden Bachelor viewers, especially franchise newcomers and other women around her age. Now, with Joan at the fore, The Golden Bachelorette sheds light on the inner complexities of the men who are hoping she'll see them. And by turning its attention to the unlikely intimacy forged among the male contestants, the show pushes beyond the one-dimensional stoicism that's common in depictions of men their age.

Most of the two dozen men competing for Joan's affections, who are between 57 and 69, have experienced bereavement or devastating heartbreak. Although the world of The Golden Bachelorette--where the suitors live with one another under the same roof--is obviously a staged environment, the losses the contestants have suffered are very real: As of 2023, more than 16 percent of Americans who are 60 or older (about 13 million people) were widowed. Losing a spouse has tremendous consequences for the surviving partner's physical, mental, and emotional health--which can begin even prior to bereavement, especially for caregiving spouses. And yet, "we as a society are not necessarily super skilled and comfortable at talking about death and loss," Jane Lowers, an assistant professor at Emory University School of Medicine, told me. "Some people will back away from engaging with somebody who's going through grief." A partner's death can also lead to a crisis of self, she added, if the bereaved spouse had come to see caregiving, or being half of a marital unit, as their essential identity.

On The Golden Bachelorette, loss largely brings people together, even as it prompts difficult internal reckonings. Many of Joan's most meaningful conversations with her suitors make reference to her late husband, the milestones they shared, and her conflicting feelings as she attempts to find love again. But even when she isn't around, the men speak candidly about grief--Joan's, as well as their own. When one suitor announces that he's leaving the mansion because his mother died, the others rally around him, with some tearing up as they offer their condolences and reflect on how beautiful his interactions with Joan have been.

Read: Reality (TV) is getting kinder

Another moving exchange involves a widower named Charles, who has spent almost six years racked with guilt, wondering if he could've done something to save his wife from a fatal brain aneurysm. Speaking with Guy, an emergency-room doctor, Charles shares that one detail of his wife's death has always troubled him--and he looks visibly relieved when Guy reassures him, after explaining the science, that there was nothing he could have done. Later, as Charles recalls this conversation when talking with Joan, he tells her that "it changed my life." These scenes aren't just a striking contrast to the hostile atmosphere that's typical of many dating-oriented competition series in which the contestants spent time together; they're also an instructive representation of relationship-building among older men. Rather than peaceably keeping to themselves, the Golden Bachelorette men prioritize vulnerability and openness with one another. "I came in, arrived at the mansion with sadness, missed my wife," Charles says when he leaves midway through the season. "After several weeks here at the mansion, it really helped me ... the remaining friends, we bond together. We opened our hearts."
 
 The silent anguish that Charles describes has dangerous real-world ramifications: After the death of a spouse, widowers experience higher rates of mortality, persistent depression, and social isolation than widows do. "It's in part because they don't have these close friendships like we're seeing on the show," Deborah Carr, a sociology professor at Boston University and the author of Golden Years? Social Inequality in Later Life, told me. "Their social ties often were through work, and then that diminishes once they retire--or their former wives did the role."

But widowers aren't the only demographic represented on The Golden Bachelorette. And today's older Americans have far more complex social lives than in years past, partly because marriage, companionship, and caregiving all look different--and, often, less predictable--than they did several decades ago. Now about 36 percent of adults who get divorced are older than 50, a rising phenomenon known as gray divorce. As Carr put it, "We're certainly moving away from that 'one marriage for life'"--which shifts how single adults past 50 see their romantic prospects.

The Golden Bachelorette chronicles what it takes for contestants to open themselves up to love, romantic or otherwise. As these changes happen in real time, the show keeps an eye toward the importance of emotional transparency when navigating later-in-life relationships. The men on the show sometimes acknowledge that they were raised to feel uncomfortable with overt displays of sentimentality, but they appear to recognize the long-term toll of suppressing their feelings. Carr added that she was pleased to see how quickly a group of men with so little in common came to embrace one another. "Even though it's an artificial situation," she noted, "a lot of those lessons can be imported to other men."

On The Golden Bachelor, the isolated production environment ended up nudging the women toward one another, too. "We were all sequestered in this mansion without our phones and television and social media, so it made it very easy to connect with people very quickly at a deep level," Kathy Swarts, one of the contestants, told me. When we spoke, Kathy was just leaving Pennsylvania, where she'd been visiting Susan Noles, one of her closest friends from The Golden Bachelor. Both told me, in separate conversations, that they counted joining the show as a transformative choice, and that their age also gave them a unique perspective on discovering love--whether with Gerry or with new friends. For Susan, watching the men navigate the same journey has been fascinating--and it's different from watching the franchise's earlier seasons, or other reality shows, because the contestants are mostly parents and grandparents.

"We've given our lives to our children," Susan explained, adding that younger contestants have "not experienced what we have--we've had the ups, the downs, the horrible, the broken hearts, the happy moments." By the time they enter the mansion, the Golden contestants largely know who they are and what they want. That changes what it means to win: Though they may not come to the show looking for new platonic bonds, we see the participants recognize the beauty of forging friendships with peers who meet them as individuals--not as extensions of their families or employers. This season's men may have begun as strangers, but they leave The Golden Bachelorette having found a "group of brothers," as one departing participant calls his competitors.
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Eight Nonfiction Books That Will Frighten You

These eight titles are some of the best the true-crime genre has to offer.

by Sarah Weinman




A decade ago, the inaugural season of Serial debuted. The podcast, about the 1999 murder of Hae Min Lee and questions surrounding the arrest and conviction of her former boyfriend, Adnan Syed, drew upon the alchemy of suspenseful storytelling and a taste for the lurid that has enticed Americans for centuries. Serial's massive popularity, and its week-by-week format, overhauled how the genre was received: Audiences were no longer content with merely consuming the story. They wanted to be active participants, to post theories, drive by suspects' houses, and call attention to errors.

As a result, the true-crime landscape was transformed. Its popularity has soared, making room for work that not only shocks but also asks deeper questions. There has been a welcome uptick in stories that focus on the victims of violence and the social structures that perpetuate it. But a perennial desire for the macabre doesn't just dissipate under the umbrella of good intentions. The level of dreck in the genre--particularly cheap, poorly researched media that substitutes flippancy for compassion--continues to rise.

This glut makes it hard to identify the best true crime, which harnesses the instinct for titillation in the service of empathy, justice, and maybe even systemic change. These eight books are some of the most accomplished the genre has to offer. They broaden the definition of true crime itself--and most important, they interrogate their own telling of the story, reflecting an essential self-awareness about mining real people's grief.








The Phantom Prince, by Elizabeth Kendall

So much has been written about Ted Bundy, who murdered dozens of women and girls in the 1970s, most of it wondering, from the outside, how Bundy got away with so much for so long. Kendall, however, had a more intimate perspective: She was his long-term girlfriend (though she uses a pseudonym here). She thought she knew Bundy well, but as the murders of women in the Pacific Northwest began to spread, and police sketches of a man named Ted circulated, she had to confront her level of denial--and then catalog the collateral damage of being a serial killer's partner. This book is dedicated to figuring out what she actually knew and was kept from knowing, and Kendall does so in plain (if occasionally awkward) prose that doesn't shy away from her own blind spots. True-crime memoirs were fairly rare in the early '80s, when hers was released--and it remains an important one.

Read: The gross spectacle of murder fandom



Under the Bridge, by Rebecca Godfrey

The horrific 1997 murder of 14-year-old Reena Virk by several other teenagers prompted a reckoning in Victoria, British Columbia. Godfrey, the author of The Torn Skirt, a novel about the effects of a self-destructive girlhood, felt compelled to report on what happened, and why. The fine Hulu series of the same name, released in April and starring Riley Keough and Archie Panjabi, was more about Godfrey's investigative quest than Virk's murder. But the original work, which I've read multiple times, better depicts the toxic dynamic of teenage girls egging one another on from bullying to more violent acts, while also humanizing the victim and perpetrators.






The Red Parts, by Maggie Nelson

In 2005, Nelson published the poetry collection Jane: A Murder, which focuses on the then-unsolved murder of her aunt Jane Mixer 36 years before, and the pain of a case in limbo. This nonfiction companion, published two years later, deals with the fallout of the unexpected discovery and arrest of a suspect thanks to a new DNA match. Nelson's exemplary prose style mixes pathos with absurdity ("Where I imagined I might find the 'face of evil,'" she writes of Mixer's killer, "I am finding the face of Elmer Fudd"), and conveys how this break upends everything she believed about Mixer, the case, and the legal system. Nelson probes still-open questions instead of arriving at anything remotely like "closure," and the way she continues to ask them makes The Red Parts stand out.

Read: The con man who became a true-crime writer



Hannah Mary Tabbs and the Disembodied Torso, by Kali Nicole Gross

Four years ago, my friend and fellow crime writer Elon Green investigated the alarming lack of true crime written by Black authors; today, white authors still tell most of these stories, most of which are about white victims. This is in part, I've come to believe, because so many crime narratives--particularly historical ones--depend on a written record of some kind, which tends to exclude people of color. This book by Gross, a historian based at Emory University, was a revelation to me for uncovering the fascinating, messy story of Tabbs, a formerly enslaved woman, probable fraudster, and murderer in 1880s Philadelphia. Tabbs does not fit into any easy box, and Gross's careful research places the desperate acts of this particular woman against the backdrop of post-Reconstruction America, a time when the gap between what was promised at the end of slavery and what was actually possible widened sharply.






We Keep the Dead Close, by Becky Cooper

Cooper, a onetime New Yorker staffer, had for years been haunted by a story she'd heard while attending Harvard in the late 2000s: A girl had been murdered, and she had been having an affair with her professor, which the school covered up. The story turned out to be more myth than truth, but Cooper felt compelled to investigate, and she discovered that there had, in fact, been a long-unsolved murder. Some of the details eerily parallel those of The Red Parts--both victims are college students named Jane, both murdered in 1969--but Cooper's book veers away from Nelson's. The book, which conjures the vivid, all-too-brief life of the anthropology student Jane Britton, is a furious examination of a culture of complicity at Harvard, where, Cooper points out, sexual-misconduct allegations were (and still are) dismissed or ignored. And like Nelson, Cooper demolishes the concept of closure.

Read: When Truman Capote's lies caught up with him



The Third Rainbow Girl, by Emma Copley Eisenberg

Before Eisenberg put out her wonderful novel, Housemates, she worked primarily in the nonfiction space, publishing a 2017 feature story for Splinter about the missing Black trans teen Sage Smith, which was reprinted in my true-crime anthology Unspeakable Acts. She also published this book, a standout hybrid of reportage, memoir, and cultural criticism. Her subject was the 1980 murders of Vicki Durian and Nancy Santomero in Pocahontas County, West Virginia (and the subsequent wrongful conviction of a suspect)--but also the author's own queer coming of age in the same area of Appalachia. Eisenberg is a warm, compassionate guide through a thicket of violence, abrupt endings, and youthful longings, and her book is an intelligent corrective to common true-crime tropes. "Telling a story is often about obligation and sympathy, identification, and empathy," she writes. "With whom is your lot cast? To whom are you bound?"






Seventy Times Seven, by Alex Mar

I had been waiting many years for a book about Paula Cooper, the Black teenage girl who was sentenced to death for the robbery and murder of Ruth Pelke, an elderly white woman, in the mid-'80s. Though she committed the crime with three other girls, only 15-year-old Cooper was given the death penalty. She became the youngest person on death row in the country at the time, leading to international outrage, a clemency campaign, and an unlikely friendship with the victim's grandson, Bill. The points this story makes about the human capacity for empathy, who merits collective forgiveness, and the stubborn persistence of the death penalty are discomfiting. Mar (another Unspeakable Acts contributor) has made a long career of probing deeper questions, and in this book she eschews tidy narratives. Forgiveness does not, in fact, overcome the ramifications of violence, as will become clear in Bill's home and work life--and in Paula's, after she is eventually released from prison. Mar masterfully explores who is entitled to mercy, and how we continue to fail prisoners during and after their incarceration.






By the Fire We Carry, by Rebecca Nagle

Finally, this terrific new book, published just last month, looks at the larger picture of Indigenous autonomy and forced removal through the lens of one case--the murder of the Muscogee Nation member George Jacobs by another tribal member, Patrick Murphy--asking whether the state of Oklahoma actually had the jurisdiction to prosecute and execute Murphy. In 2020, the Supreme Court would eventually rule that much of eastern Oklahoma did remain an American Indian reservation; its decision set a far-reaching precedent that, in practice, would prove more complicated to enforce. Nagle, a member of the Cherokee Nation and a resident of Oklahoma, writes with sensitivity and empathy for the Native American communities she grew up in and around. Her work is similar in scope and feel to (and clearly in conversation with) Missing and Murdered and Stolen, the excellent podcasts by the Indigenous Canadian journalist Connie Walker.
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The Democratic Theory of Winning With Less

This election will be decided not by another big popular vote but by the slenderest of margins in the Rust Belt battlegrounds.

by Ronald Brownstein




For years, the dominant belief in both parties has been that Democrats need to run up a big lead in the national presidential popular vote to win an Electoral College majority. But in the dead-heat election of 2024, that may no longer be true. The distinctive dynamics of the 2024 campaign could allow Kamala Harris to eke out an Electoral College win even if Donald Trump runs better in the national popular vote this time than during his previous two campaigns.

The belief that Democrats need a big popular-vote win to prevail in the electoral vote hardened in the course of those two previous Trump campaigns. In 2020, Joe Biden beat Trump by a resounding 4.5 percentage points in the popular vote but still only squeezed past him by relatively small margins in the three Rust Belt battlegrounds of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin that decided the race. In 2016, Hillary Clinton beat Trump by two points in the national popular vote but narrowly lost those same three states, and with them the presidency.

That history has weighed heavily on Democrats as a procession of recent polls has shown Trump shrinking or even erasing Harris's national lead. But the pattern of differences among white, Black, and Latino voters found in most of those national surveys show how Harris could still potentially capture the 270 Electoral College votes needed for victory--even if she wins the nationwide popular vote by much less than Biden did in 2020, and possibly by only about the same margin that Clinton got in 2016.

The principal reason is that these recent polls show Trump making most of his gains in national support by performing better among Black and, especially, Latino voters than he did in either of those previous elections. Even the most favorable surveys for Trump consistently find Harris polling very close to Biden's level of support in 2020 among white voters, which had improved over Clinton's performance with that group by several points. In other words, Harris will likely rely a bit more on white voters than her party's past two nominees did.

That subtle shift is the crucial distinction from the earlier contests. It could allow Harris to scrape a win by sweeping the predominantly white, former "Blue Wall" battlegrounds of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, even if Trump improves over his prior popular-vote results by gaining among Black and Latino voters (and Black and Latino men in particular).

Read: Elon Musk wants you to think this election's being stolen

In each of his previous two races, Trump benefited because the decisive states leaned more Republican than the nation overall. In both 2016 and 2020, Wisconsin was the tipping-point state that provided the 270th Electoral College vote for the winner--first for Trump, then for Biden. In 2016, Trump ran about three percentage points better in Wisconsin than he did nationally; in 2020, he ran nearly four points better in Wisconsin than he did nationally, according to the University of Virginia Center for Politics.

The fact that Trump each time performed much better in the tipping-point state than he did in the national popular vote is central to the assumption that Democrats can't win the Electoral College without a popular-vote majority. But as the Center for Politics research demonstrates, that hasn't always been true.

The tipping-point states in the three presidential elections preceding 2016--Ohio in 2004 and Colorado in 2008 and 2012--each voted slightly more Democratic than the national popular vote. And in none of those elections was the disjunction between the tipping-point-state result and the national popular vote nearly as big as it was in 2016 or 2020. In fact, the gap between the national popular vote and the tipping-point state in Trump's two races was considerably wider than in any election since 1948, the Center found.

Polling in the past few weeks, however, has indicated that this gap has shrunk to virtually nothing. Trump and Harris remain locked in a virtual tie both nationally and in the swing states. With polls that closely matched, none of the swing states appears entirely out of reach for either candidate.

Still, professionals on both sides with whom I've spoken in recent days see a clear hierarchy to the states. Both camps give Harris her best chance for overall victory by winning in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin; Trump is considered stronger across the Sun Belt in North Carolina, Arizona, Georgia, and Nevada (ranked from most to least promising for him).

That separation reflects the race's unexpected racial dynamics. If Trump's polling gains among voters of color bear out in practice, that would benefit him the most in the Sun Belt battlegrounds. There, minority voters are such a large share of the electorate that even a small shift in their preferences--toward Trump--would greatly diminish Democrats' chances.

Whatever happens in the Sun Belt, though, if Harris sweeps the Rust Belt big three, she would reach exactly the 270 Electoral College votes needed to win (so long as she held all of the other states that Biden carried by about three percentage points or more, which is very likely). All three of those major industrial states are much less diverse than the nation as a whole: In 2020, white people cast about four-fifths of the vote in Michigan and Pennsylvania, and roughly nine-tenths of it in Wisconsin, according to census figures.

"One of the potential outcomes here is that at the end of the day, Trump will have gained with Blacks and Latinos and it may not have decided the Electoral College, if we don't need [the Sun Belt states] to win," Paul Maslin, a Democratic pollster with long experience in Wisconsin, told me.

Obviously, Harris has no guarantee that she could survive a smaller national popular-vote margin than Biden: The polls showing national gains for Trump could be capturing a uniform uptick in his support that would deliver slim victories across most--and possibly all--of the seven decisive states. Even the most optimistic Democrats see marginal wins in the battlegrounds as probably Harris's best-case scenario. But the prospect that she could hold the former Blue Wall states even while slipping nationally challenges the conventional wisdom that Democrats must amass a significant lead in the national popular vote to secure enough states to win the electoral vote.

"The Blue Wall states are the likeliest tipping point for either candidate," Kyle Kondik, the managing editor of the Sabato's Crystal Ball newsletter published by the Center on Politics, told me. "If the country moves two to three points to the right but those states only move a point or less, that's where you start to get the tipping point looking pretty close to the popular vote."

The Democratic strategist Mike Podhorzer, a former political director at the AFL-CIO, also believes that Harris could win the Electoral College with a smaller popular-vote advantage than most analysts have previously assumed. But he says the demographic characteristics of the swing states aren't the primary cause of this possibility. Rather, the key factor is that those states are experiencing the campaign in an immersive way that other states are not thanks to huge advertising spends, organizing efforts, and candidate appearances.

That disparity, he says, increases the odds that the battleground states can move in a different direction from the many states less exposed to such campaigning. Both Podhorzer and Kondik note that the 2022 midterm elections supported the general thesis: Although broad dissatisfaction with Biden allowed Republicans to win the national popular vote in House elections, Democrats ran much better in statewide contests across the most heavily contested battlegrounds, especially in Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Arizona.

"It is really the difference between how well you are doing outside the battlegrounds and inside the battlegrounds," Podhorzer told me. Inside the battlegrounds, he pointed out, voters have for years now been exposed at blast-force volume to each party's arguments on all the major issues. "The cumulative effect of it is that they have an awareness of what is at stake, a different worldview, than people living outside those states," he said.

The analogue to 2022 this year would be whether general disappointment in Biden's economic record increases Trump's popular-vote total in less-contested blue and red states alike, but Harris holds on to enough of the battlegrounds where voters are hearing the full dimensions of each side's case against the other.

Read: How the Trump resistance gave up

The same national polls that show Trump gaining among voters of color this year do not show much, if any, improvement for him compared with his 2020 performance among white voters. The latest aggregation of high-quality national public polls published by Adam Carlson, a former Democratic pollster, found that Harris is almost entirely preserving Biden's gains among white voters; that means Harris is also exceeding Clinton's showing with them from 2016.

The comparison with Clinton is instructive. Among voters of color, Clinton ran better in 2016 than either Biden in 2020 or how Harris is polling now. But Clinton lagged about three to four points below both of them among white voters. If Harris wins the popular vote by only about the same margin as Clinton, but more of Harris's lead relies on support from white voters, the vice president's coalition would be better suited to win the Rust Belt battlegrounds. In that scenario, Harris would assemble what political scientists call a more electorally "efficient" coalition than Clinton's.

Biden's margins of victory in the former Blue Wall states were so slim that Harris can't afford much erosion with voters of color even there. But two factors may mitigate that danger for her. One is that in the Rust Belt states, most voters of color are not Latino but Black, and Democrats feel more confident that they can minimize losses among the latter than among the former.

The other key factor is a subtle change in those states' white populations. Calculations from the latest census data provided to me by William Frey, a demographer at the nonpartisan Brookings Metro think tank, found that since 2020, white voters without a college degree--the demographic group in which Trump performs best--have declined as a share of eligible voters by about three percentage points in both Michigan and Wisconsin, and by about 1.5 points in Pennsylvania. In Michigan and Wisconsin, college-educated white voters, who now tilt mostly toward Harris, largely made up the difference; in Pennsylvania, the share of minority voters grew. In a typical election, these slight shifts in the electorate's composition probably would not matter, but they could in a contest as close as this one.

"There is still room to grow in the suburbs [across the region], and two things are going to contribute to that growth: January 6 and the Dobbs decision," Mike Mikus, a Pittsburgh-based Democratic consultant, told me, referring to the insurrection at the Capitol in 2021 and the 2022 Supreme Court ruling that overturned the constitutional right to abortion. The racist slurs against Puerto Rico at Trump's Madison Square Garden rally last weekend could also cost him with Pennsylvania's substantial Puerto Rican population.

Sweeping Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin with a smaller national-popular-vote lead than Biden's is nonetheless a high-wire assignment for Harris. A significant concern for Democratic strategists is whether the party has plausibly declined since 2020 only among voters of color, without suffering material losses among white voters as well.

One strategist with access to a wide array of party polls, who asked for anonymity to discuss that private research, told me that although many Democrats are optimistic that surveys overestimate Trump's strength among Black voters, a risk also exists that polls underestimate Trump's strength with white voters (something that has happened before). That risk will rise if Trump turns out unexpectedly large numbers of the blue-collar white voters who compose the largest share of infrequent voters in the Rust Belt battlegrounds.

However, the Republican pollster Whit Ayres told me that he is seeing the same divergence between slipping non-white support and steady white backing for Harris in his surveys--and he sees good reasons for that pattern potentially persisting through Election Day. "The Hispanic and African American weakness [for Harris] is a function of a memory of the Trump economy being better for people who live paycheck to paycheck than the Biden-Harris economy," Ayres said. "On the other hand, there are far more white voters who will be voting based on abortion and the future of democracy. There's a certain rationale behind those numbers, because they are making decisions based on different issues."

Democrats generally believe that they maintain a fragile edge in Michigan and Wisconsin, partly because many public polls show Harris slightly ahead, but even more because their party has built a better turnout operation than the GOP in those states. Pennsylvania looks like the toughest of the three for Harris and, in the eyes of many strategists in both parties, the state most likely to decide this breathtakingly close race.

"Looking statewide, I've always thought from the time she got in that Harris would do better in the suburbs and the cities than Biden, and Trump would do better in a lot of these redder counties, and the million-dollar question is what number is bigger and how much bigger," Mikus, the Pittsburgh-based consultant, told me.

Biden carried the Keystone state by only 1.2 percentage points while winning the national popular vote by nearly 4.5 points. Whether Trump wins a second term to execute his dark vision of "retribution" against "the enemy from within" may be determined by whether Harris can hold Pennsylvania while winning the national popular vote by much less, if at all. It would be a fitting conclusion to this bitter campaign if the state that decides the future shape of American democracy is the same one where the nation's Constitution was written 237 years ago.
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What Orwell Didn't Anticipate

George Orwell famously argued that clear language in politics can be a bulwark against oppression. But in the Trump era, his solution no longer holds.

by Megan Garber




1984 ends not with a bang, but with a grammar lesson. Readers of George Orwell's novel--still reeling, likely, from the brutal dystopia they've spent the previous 300-odd pages living in--are subjected to a lengthy explanation of Newspeak, the novel's uncanny form of English. The appendix explains the language that has been created to curtail independent thought: the culled vocabulary; the sterilized syntax; the regime's hope that, before long, all the vestiges of Oldspeak--English in its familiar form, the English of Shakespeare and Milton and many of Orwell's readers--will be translated into the new vernacular. The old language, and all it carried with it, will die away.

With its dizzying details and technical prose, "The Principles of Newspeak" makes for a supremely strange ending. It is, in today's parlance, a choice. But it is a fitting one. Language, in 1984, is violence by another means, an adjunct of the totalitarian strategies inflicted by the regime. Orwell's most famous novel, in that sense, is the fictionalized version of his most famous essay. "Politics and the English Language," published in 1946, is a writing manual, primarily--a guide to making language that says what it means, and means what it says. It is also an argument. Clear language, Orwell suggests, is a semantic necessity as well as a moral one. Newspeak, in 1984, destroys with the same ferocious efficiency that tanks and bombs do. It is born of the essay's most elemental insight: "If thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought."

The essay, over the years, has enjoyed the same backhanded success that Orwell himself has. Its barbs have softened into conventional wisdom. Its enduring relevance has consigned it, in some degree, to cliche. Who would argue against clarity?

But the essay, today, can read less as a rousing defense of the English language than as a prescient concession of defeat. "Use clear language" cannot be our guide when clarity itself can be so elusive. Our words have not been honed into oblivion--on the contrary, new ones spring to life with giddy regularity--but they fail, all too often, in the same ways Newspeak does: They limit political possibilities, rather than expand them. They cede to cynicism. They saturate us in uncertainty. The words might mean what they say. They might not. They might describe shared truths; they might manipulate them. Language, the connective tissue of the body politic--that space where the collective "we" matters so much--is losing its ability to fulfill its most basic duty: to communicate. To correlate. To connect us to the world, and to one another.

And semantic problems, as Orwell knew, have a way of turning into real ones. Violence descends; threats take shape; emergencies come; we may try to warn one another--we may scream the warnings--but we have trouble conveying the danger. We have so much to say. In another way, though, we have no words.

Earlier this month, Donald Trump mused aloud about the violence Americans might anticipate on November 5. If Election Day brings havoc, he told Fox News's Maria Bartiromo, the crisis would come not from outside actors but instead from "the enemy from within": "some very bad people," he clarified, "some sick people"--the "radical-left lunatics."

The former president further mused about a solution to the problem. "I think it should be very easily handled by, if necessary, by the National Guard," he said, "or, if really necessary, by the military."

A presidential candidate who may well retake the White House is threatening to use the military against American citizens: The news here is straightforward. The language that makes the news, though, is not. The words twist and tease, issuing their threats in the conditional tense: It should be. If necessary. Trump's words often do this; they imply very much while saying very little. They are schooled, like the man himself, in the dark art of plausible deniability. In them, Orwell's doublespeak--that jargon of purposeful obscurity--gets one more layer of insulating irony: The former president says whatever he wants, and reserves the right not to mean it.

Do we take him at his word? The answer to this question, on which so much else depends, can only ever be "maybe." When he describes "the enemy from within"--or when he muses about police forces fighting back against criminals for "one real rough, nasty day," or when he announces his intention to spend the first day of a second term acting as "a dictator"--you could read each as a direct threat. You could assume that he's lying, embellishing, teasing, trolling. You could say that the line, like Trump's others, should be taken seriously, but not literally. You could try your best, knowing all that is at stake, to parse the grammar of his delusion.

But the fact that you need to translate him at all is already a concession. The constant uncertainty--about the gravest of matters--is one of the ways that Trump keeps people in his thrall. Clear language is a basic form of kindness: It considers the other person. It wants to be understood. Trump's argot, though, is self-centered. It treats shared reality as an endless negotiation.

The words cannot bear the weight of all this irony. Democracy is, at its core, a task of information management. To do its work, people need to be able to trust that the information they're processing is, in the most fundamental way, accurate. Trump's illegibility makes everything else less legible, too.

Read: Do you speak Fox?

Orwell published "Politics" at the end of a conflict that had, in its widespread use of propaganda, also been a war of words. In the essay, he wrestles with the fact that language--as a bomb with a near-limitless blast radius--could double as a weapon of mass destruction. This is why clarity matters. This is why words are ethical tools as well as semantic ones. The defense of language that Orwell offered in "Politics" was derived from his love of hard facts. "So long as I remain alive and well I shall continue to feel strongly about prose style, to love the surface of the earth, and to take a pleasure in solid objects and scraps of useless information," he confessed in his 1946 essay "Why I Write." His was an elegant dogma. Words matter because facts matter--because truth matters. Freedom, in 1984, is many things, but they all spring from the same source: the ability to say that 2 + 2 = 4.

One October surprise of 2024 took an aptly Orwellian turn: The scandal, this time around, was a matter of language. Earlier this month, John Kelly, Trump's former White House chief of staff, escalated his warnings that his former boss is unfit for office. Kelly told The Atlantic that Trump had expressed a desire for generals like the ones "that Hitler had." Then, in an interview published by The New York Times, Kelly described Trump's dictatorial approach to leadership, his drive to suppress opposition, his insatiable appetite for power. He concluded that Trump fits the definition of fascist.

Kelly's claim was echoed, more mildly, by Trump's former secretary of defense--he "certainly has those inclinations," Mark Esper said--and, less mildly, by Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Trump is "the most dangerous person to this country," Milley warned in Bob Woodward's latest book, its publication timed to coincide with the election. He is also, Milley added, "fascist to the core." (Trump denied the men's claims: "I am the opposite of a Nazi," he said.) Late last week, 13 others who had served in high-level positions in the Trump administration signed an open letter: "Everyone," they wrote, "should heed General Kelly's warning."

The comments made headlines because of the people who expressed them: Each had worked directly with Trump. The former officials made history, though, because of the word they deployed in their warnings. Fascist is a claim of last resort. It is a term of emergency. Because of that, its validity, as a description for Trump's seething strain of populism, has been the subject of a long-standing debate among scholars, journalists, and members of the public--one made even more complicated by the fact that, as the historian Ian Kershaw has observed, "Trying to define 'fascism' is like trying to nail jelly to the wall."

But one need not be a scholar of fascism to see the plain reality. Trump lost an election. He refused to accept the result. In a second term, he has suggested, he will "terminate" the Constitution; use the American judicial system to take revenge on those who have angered him; and perform sweeping immigration raids, expelling millions of people from the country. Trump, in addition to praising Hitler's generals, regularly uses language that echoes Hitler's hatreds. He has described immigrants, whatever their legal status, as a formless "invasion," and the press as "the enemy of the people." He has dismissed those who are insufficiently loyal to him as "human scum" and "vermin."

Read: This is Trump's message

Fascism--that call to history, that careful description, that five-alarm piece of language--is the right word. But it may turn out, at the same time, to be the wrong one. It might, in our cynical moment, provoke exhaustion rather than alarm.

In "Politics," Orwell reserves particular vitriol for political language that hides its intentions in euphemism and wan metaphor. Wording that resorts to ambiguity can disguise atrocities (as when, in one of the examples Orwell offers, the bombing of villages and their defenseless people is referred to merely as "pacification"). Orwell's problem was language that gives writers permission not to think. Ours, however, is language that gives readers permission not to care. Even the clearest, most precise language can come to read, in our restless age, as cliche. "The first man who compared woman to a rose was a poet," the old line goes; "the second, an imbecile." On the internet, anyone can become that imbecile. For language in general, this is not an issue: When on fleek goes off in an instant or cheugy plummets from coinage to cringe, more words will arrive in their place.

When the restlessness comes for political language, though--for the words we rely on to do the shared work of self-government--the impatience itself becomes Orwellian. Urgent words can feel tired. Crises can come, but no words suffice to rouse us. Americans face an election that our democracy--hard-fought, hard-won, ever fragile--may not survive; "defend democracy," though, can read less as a call to arms than as a call to yawn. Trump himself is insulated by all the ennui. Nearly every word you might apply to him fits the picture that was already there. His depravity has become tautological: It's just Trump being Trump. It's shocking, not surprising.

The word fascism can fail that way, too. And it can be further defanged by the biggest cliche of all: thoughtlessly partisan politics. Some audiences, seeing the word deployed as a description, will dismiss it as simply more evidence of the media's (or John Kelly's) alleged bias against Trump. Others, assuming that fascism and Nazism are the same thing--assuming that fascism cannot be present until troops are goose-stepping in the streets--will see the term as evidence of hysteria.

But fascism can come whether the language acknowledges it or not. It marches toward us, restricted right by restricted right, book ban by book ban. It can happen here. The question is whether we'll be able to talk about it--and whether people will care. An ABC News/Ipsos poll released last week asked registered voters across the country whether Trump was a "fascist" (defined as "a political extremist who seeks to act as a dictator, disregards individual rights and threatens or uses force against their opponents"). Nearly half of respondents, 49 percent, said he was--roughly the same percentage of people who, in recent national polls, say that they plan to vote for him.

The philosopher Emilio Uranga observed, in Mexican political life of the mid-20th century, a gnawing sense of uncertainty--a "mode of being," he wrote, "that incessantly oscillates between two possibilities, between two affects, without knowing which one of those to depend on." The unsteadiness, he suggested, amounts to pain. In it, "the soul suffers." It "feels torn and wounded." Uranga gave the condition a name: zozobra.

The wound he describes, that plague of doubleness, has settled into American political language. In her 2023 book, Doppelganger, Naomi Klein describes the "mirror world" in right-wing politics--a place where every reality has a rhetorical double. She focuses on the rhetoric of Steve Bannon, the former Trump-administration strategist. As Democrats and journalists discussed the Big Lie--Donald Trump's claim that he won the 2020 presidential election--Bannon began discussing the Big Steal: the idea that Joe Biden, against all evidence, stole the presidency.

The tactic is common. Trump regularly fantasizes before his cheering crowds about the violence that might befall his opponents. Journalists describe him as engaging in "extreme" and "inflammatory" rhetoric. Republicans in Trump's camp, soon enough, began accusing Democrats of, as one of his surrogates put it, "irresponsible rhetoric" that "is causing people to get hurt." Republican Senator Lindsey Graham's response to the former military leaders' warnings about Trump took a similar tack: Their rhetoric is "dangerous," he said this weekend. On Monday, Trump gave John Kelly's comments about him a predictably zozobric twist. Kamala Harris, he said, is a fascist.

"In the mirror world," Klein writes, "there is a copycat story, and an answer for everything, often with very similar key words." The attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021, has commonly been described as an insurrection; Republican power brokers have begun describing peaceful political protests as "insurrections." We must save American democracy, the stark slogan that gained new currency in response to the Big Lie, is now a common refrain on the right. (Elon Musk, at a recent Trump rally, argued that the former president "must win to preserve democracy in America.")

Mirroring, as propaganda, is extremely effective. It addles the mind. It applies a choose-your-own-adventure approach to meaning itself. Mirroring does, in that way, precisely what Orwell feared: It gives up on the very possibility of common language. It robs political terms of their ability to clarify, to unite, to warn. In a world that is endlessly doubling itself, 2 + 2 = 4 may be a liberating truth. Or it may be a narrative imposed on you by a smug and elitist regime. Freedom, soon enough, becomes the ability to say that the sum of 2 + 2 is whatever you want it to be.

Read: Why are we humoring them?

The words fly, flagrant and fast; the definitions that might ground them trail, meekly, in their wake. But when the words are mere slogans--shibboleths and signifiers, narrowcast to one's tribe--dictionary definitions miss the point. Slogans are rhetoric. They are advertising. They are vibes. They can function, in that way, as what the author Robert Jay Lifton called "thought-terminating cliches": words or phrases that effectively curtail debate--and, with it, critical thought itself. Last year, an author who wrote a book decrying the "woke indoctrination" of children struggled to define what woke actually means. In 2022, the New York Times editorial board effectively declared lexicographic defeat: "However you define cancel culture," it wrote, "Americans know it exists and feel its burden." On Tuesday, Musk--who has been spreading his Trump-friendly brand of groupthink on his social-media platform, X--shared an image: a man, his face obscured, wearing a green cap. Stitched onto the hat, in large, all-caps letters, was MAKE ORWELL FICTION AGAIN.

In 1990, a conservative Republican group headed by Newt Gingrich sent a pamphlet to Republican candidates running in state elections across the country. The document amounted to a dictionary: 133 words that operatives might use to elevate themselves (family, freedom, pride) and vilify their competitors (decay, corruption, pathetic, traitors). The pamphlet was titled, unironically, "Language: A Key Mechanism of Control." Many in the media, nodding to the Orwell of it all, came to know it as "Newtspeak."

The 1990s were years when politicians were translating the insights of postmodern discourse (the power of "framing" and the like) into the everyday practice of politics. But Gingrich's memo turned spin into a plot twist. Every word of its grim new language represented an argument: that Democrats were not merely opponents, but enemies; that the differences between the two sides were not merely political, but moral. It recast American politics not as an ongoing debate among equals, but as an epic battle between good and evil. The core aim of propaganda, Aldous Huxley observed, is to make one group of people forget that another group is human; the pamphlet, cheerfully promising aspiring politicians that they could learn to speak like Newt, wove that logic, word by word, into Americans' political habits.

The language in the pamphlet is stark. It is evocative. It is so very, very clear. It also takes the advice Orwell gave to preserve the thing he most loved and puts it in service of the thing he most feared.

Orwell watched the rise of communism. He fought the rise of fascism. He observed, from a distance and, at times, from intimately close range, the blunt-force power of words. He saw how quickly a common language could be transformed into a divisive one--and how readily, in the tumult, new hatreds and fears could settle into the syntax of everyday life. And he knew that history, so rarely consigned to the past, would repeat--that the battles of the 20th century would very likely be refought, in some form, in the future.

He knew all that, but he could not know it all. And there are moments in "Politics and the English Language" that can read, today, as nearly naive, with its faith in facts and its hope that clarity could be our salvation. Orwell was a satirist, too--1984, he believed, was an example of the genre--but he did not account for the ways that irony could come for language itself. He did not imagine propaganda that does its work through winks and shrugs rather than shouts. He did not sense how possible it would become for people in the future, seeking his wisdom, to wonder whether use clear language offers any counsel at all.

This is not Orwell's failing, necessarily. And it need not be our own. If we look to him for refuge and find none, that means simply that we will have to use the words we have to create new advice, new axioms, new ways forward. We can take the insight that drove him--that words can expand the world, or limit it; that they can connect us to one another, or cleave us--and seek new means of clarity. We can treat language not just as a tool, but as a duty. We can keep remembering, and reminding one another, that 2 + 2 = 4.
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America's Class Politics Have Turned Upside Down

Why do so many liberals vote against their economic self-interest?

by Roge Karma




This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.

A simple and intuitive view of democratic politics holds that political parties exist to advance the material self-interest of the coalitions that support them. If this were true, then as the Democrats became the party of high-earning college graduates, they would have abandoned economic policies that would threaten those voters' pocketbooks. A version of this essentially Marxist analysis has become standard fare on the right, where the phrase woke capital has become a slur to describe the Democrats' supposed fealty to corporate America; the Republican vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, has argued that the Democratic Party is now the party of Wall Street.

But as wealthier and better-educated voters have shifted toward the Democrats, the party and its constituents have become more economically progressive, not less. They have largely united around an economic agenda that emphasizes aiding the poor and middle class, and around messaging that places that agenda front and center. The very richest Democrats have become just as left-wing on economics as their less affluent party members, and far more economically progressive than low- and middle-income Republicans. U.S. politics seems to have decisively entered what you might call a post-Marxist or post-materialist phase.

From the New Deal through the George W. Bush era, the Marxist view of politics largely held up. The rich and educated overwhelmingly voted for Republicans, who pursued tax cuts and deregulation, while the working class mostly voted for Democrats, who expanded the social safety net.

Roge Karma: Why America abandoned the greatest economy in history

Over the past decade and a half, however, the dynamic has dramatically shifted. In 2008, the top fifth of earners favored Democrats by just a few percentage points; by 2020, they were the group most likely to vote for Democrats and did so by a nearly 15-point margin. (Democrats won the poorest fifth of voters by a similarly large margin.) Democrats now represent 24 of the 25 highest-income congressional districts and 43 of the top 50 counties by economic output. A similarly stark shift has occurred if you look at college education rather than income. Perhaps most dramatic of all has been the change among wealthy white people. Among white voters, in every presidential election from 1948 until 2012, the richest 5 percent were the group most likely to vote Republican, according to analysis by the political scientist Thomas Wood. In 2016 and 2020, this dynamic reversed itself: The top 5 percent became the group most likely to vote Democratic.

This newly educated and affluent Democratic Party did not swing to the right on economics. Quite the contrary. Following the 2020 election, the Biden administration pursued an expansive economic agenda that included a generous pandemic stimulus package, a massive expansion of the social safety net for the middle class and poor (including cash transfers to families and universal pre-K), and large investments to create well-paying jobs in left-behind places. These policies, if fully enacted, would have represented a significant redistribution of wealth. Most of the $4.5 trillion in proposed new spending would have been funded by a spate of new taxes on corporations and the ultra-rich. "The Biden agenda was more ambitious and redistributive than anything else pursued by Democrats since the 1960s or '70s," Jacob Hacker, a political scientist at Yale and co-author of a recent paper on the Democrats' changing coalition, told me. "This is not a party pursuing a 'Brahmin left' agenda. It's pursuing an incredibly progressive economic agenda."

Despite its ambition, this agenda did not provoke anything resembling a rebellion from the party's rich, educated base or the politicians who represent them. (Indeed, one of the biggest obstacles to its enactment was West Virginia Senator Joe Manchin, who represents a much more working-class state than most of his Democratic colleagues and who switched his affiliation to independent this year.) Kamala Harris is now running on many of those same policies and, according to the polls, her support among college-educated voters is even higher than Joe Biden's was in 2020.

A common complaint from the center and the right is that the influx of affluent, highly educated voters into the Democratic Party has caused it to focus primarily on culture-war issues instead of pocketbook economics. But when Hacker and his co-authors analyzed party platforms since 1980, they found that since the early 2000s the share dedicated to economic issues has steadily increased and that economic issues take up twice as much space as cultural issues. They reached a similar conclusion when looking at Twitter, where you'd most expect to see party elites pandering to the cultural tastes of their base. They looked at the tweets of high-ranking Democrats from 2015 to 2022 and found that nine of the 10 most frequently tweeted phrases were focused on economic issues, such as Build Back Better, Affordable Care Act, and American Rescue Plan; the only noneconomic issue in the top 10 was Roe v. Wade. (By contrast, just three of the top 10 Republican-used phrases referred to economic issues.) The authors also found that members representing wealthy districts were actually slightly more likely to discuss pocketbook issues such as economics and health care than members from poor districts.

The policies and rhetoric coming from party leaders reflect the fact that affluent liberal voters have moved well to the left on economic issues. A major survey conducted after the 2020 election found that overwhelming majorities of Democrats in the top fifth of income distribution favored raising the federal minimum wage, hiking taxes on individuals earning more than $600,000 a year, making college debt-free, and enacting Medicare for All. That's similar or slightly higher than the support for those policies among poor and middle-income Democrats and anywhere from 20 to 40 points higher than support among low- and middle-income Republicans.

None of this means material self-interest doesn't matter at all to affluent liberals. Some evidence suggests that although wealthy Democrats tend to support higher taxes in the abstract, they are less likely to support specific tax increases that affect them directly; they are also known to oppose new housing construction in their own neighborhoods that would make housing more affordable. But even those exceptions are less exceptional than they may appear. According to the survey cited above, a bare majority of the richest Democrats support raising taxes on individuals making more than $250,000. And during this campaign season, the leaders of the Democratic Party--including both Harris and former President Barack Obama--have trumpeted their support for building more housing.

The leftward drift of high-status voters is partly a story about a genuine ideological conversion. Since the 2008 financial crisis, politicians, academics, and the media have paid far more attention to how the existing economic system has produced inequality and hardship. Highly educated, affluent voters, who also tend to be the most plugged-in to national politics, seem to have responded to this shift by embracing more progressive economic views.

David Deming: Break up big econ

The story is also about political strategy. After Donald Trump's 2016 victory, many Democrats became convinced that the best way to win back disaffected working-class voters was to enact policies that would help them. Surveys consistently find that middle- and low-income Republicans strongly disagree with their own party leaders on most economic issues, creating a potential opening for Democrats.

The Biden agenda that was shaped by those views has largely produced its intended economic effects. Unemployment has fallen, wage inequality has shrunk, and hundreds of billions of investment dollars have poured into red states. Many of the country's forgotten communities are making a strong comeback. Politically, however, the effort to win back working-class voters appears to have flopped: If polls are to be believed, the Democratic Party is bleeding working-class support more badly than it did in 2016 or 2020.

Part of that failure seems to be because, when it comes to the economy, many voters are concerned about high prices above all else and view Democrats as responsible for them. But there's also compelling evidence that Republican voters aren't particularly motivated by economic policy in the first place. That is, although they disagree with GOP politicians about health care, taxing the rich, and the minimum wage, they don't much care about that disagreement. A recent paper by the political scientist William Marble analyzed nearly 200 survey questions going back decades and found that in the 1980s and '90s, non-college-educated white voters were more likely to vote in accordance with their economic views, causing them to support Democrats. Since the early 2000s, however, that dynamic has inverted: Non-college-educated white voters now place a far greater emphasis on culture-war issues over economic ones, pushing them toward supporting Republicans.

That realignment leaves both parties in a strange place heading into November. Voters consistently say that the economy is the most important issue of the 2024 election. And yet the affluent overwhelmingly support Kamala Harris, whose administration favored bold redistribution and big government spending, while a critical mass of working-class voters favor Donald Trump, whose economic agenda consisted largely of cutting taxes for the rich and trying to kill the Affordable Care Act.

The irony is that the Biden administration's economic-populist push implicitly assumed that the Marxist view of politics was correct all along. Democrats embraced an agenda that largely went against its voters' immediate material interests in the hopes that they could win over less-wealthy voters by appealing to their material interests. But working-class Trump supporters, just like liberal elites, turn out to have other things on their mind.
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'The Iranian Period Is Finished'

Hezbollah's losses have led some in Lebanon to imagine a future without it.

by Robert F. Worth




At the end of September, when Israel's campaign to destroy Hezbollah was reaching its height, I met one of the group's supporters in a seaside cafe in western Beirut. He was a middle-aged man with a thin white beard and the spent look of someone who had not slept for days. He was an academic of sorts, not a fighter, but his ties to Hezbollah were deep and long-standing.

"We're in a big battle, like never before," he said as soon as he sat down. "Hezbollah has not faced what Israel is now waging, not in 1982, not in 2006. It is a total war."

He talked quickly, anxiously. Only a few days earlier, Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah, had been killed in a bombardment of the group's south-Beirut stronghold, and my companion--he asked that I not name him, because he is not authorized to speak on the group's behalf--made clear that he was still in a state of shock and grief. Israeli bombs were destroying houses and rocket-launch sites across southern Lebanon, in the Bekaa valley, and in Beirut; many of his friends had been killed or maimed. He had even heard talk of something that had seemed unthinkable until now: Iran, which created Hezbollah around 1982, might cut off support to the group, a decision that could reconfigure the politics of the Middle East.

Read: Hezbollah waged war against the people of my country

When I asked about this, he said after an uneasy pause: "There are questions." He said he personally trusts Iran, but then added, as if trying to convince me: "It's as if you raised a son, he's your jewel, now 42 years old, and you abandon him? No. It doesn't make sense."

He kept talking rapid-fire, as though seeking to restore his self-confidence. The resistance still had its weapons, he said, and the fighters on the border were ready. Israel's soldiers would dig their own graves and would soon be begging for a cease-fire.

But his speech slowed, and the doubts crept back. He mentioned Ahmed Shukairi, the first chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization, who said shortly before the outbreak of the 1967 Six-Day War, "Those [Israelis] who survive will remain in Palestine. I estimate that none of them will survive." Shukairi's vain illusions were not something to emulate. "I don't want to be like him," the man said.

It took a moment for the historical analogy to register: He was telling me that he thought Hezbollah, the movement he was so devoted to, might well be on the verge of total destruction. We both paused for a moment and sipped our tea. The only noise was the waves gently washing the shore outside, an incongruously peaceful sound in a country at war.

"This tea we're drinking," he said. "We don't know if it's our last."


A shop in eastern Beirut on September 23 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



Two months of war have transformed Lebanon. Hezbollah, the Shiite movement that seemed almost invincible, is now crippled, its top commanders dead or in hiding. The scale of this change is hard for outsiders to grasp. Hezbollah is not just a militia but almost a state of its own, more powerful than the weak and divided Lebanese government, and certainly more powerful than the Lebanese army. Formed under the tutelage of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, it has long been the leading edge of Tehran's "Axis of Resistance," alongside Hamas, the Shiite militias of Iraq, and the Houthi movement in Yemen. Hezbollah is also the patron and bodyguard of Lebanon's Shiite Muslims, with a duly elected bloc in the national parliament (Christians and Muslims are allocated an equal share of seats). Hezbollah smuggles in not just weapons, but billions of dollars from Iran. It runs banks, hospitals, a welfare system, and a parallel economy of tax-free imports and drug trafficking that has enriched and empowered the once-downtrodden Shiite community.

Hezbollah has long justified reckless wars against Israel with appeals to pan-Arab pride: The liberation of Palestine was worth any sacrifice. But the devastation of this conflict extends far beyond Hezbollah and cannot be brushed off so easily. Almost a quarter of Lebanon's people have fled their homes, and many are now sleeping in town squares, on roads, on beaches. Burned-out ambulances and heaps of garbage testify to the state's long absence. Many people are traumatized or in mourning; others talk manically about dethroning Hezbollah, and perhaps with it, Lebanon's centuries-old system of sectarian power-sharing. There is a millenarian energy in the air, a wild hope for change that veers easily into the fear of civil war.

A few stark facts stand out. First, Israel is no longer willing to tolerate Hezbollah's arsenal on its border, and will continue its campaign of air strikes and ground war until it is forced to stop--whether from exhaustion or, more likely, by an American-sponsored cease-fire that is very unlikely before the next U.S. president is sworn in. Second, no one is offering to rebuild the blasted towns and villages of southern Lebanon when this is over, the way the oil-rich Gulf States did after the last major war with Israel, in 2006. Nor will Iran be able to replenish the group's arsenal or its coffers. Hezbollah may or may not survive, but it will not be the entity it was.

I heard the same questions every day during two weeks in Lebanon in September and October, from old friends and total strangers. When will the war stop? Will they bomb us too--we who are not with Hezbollah? Will there be a civil war? And most poignant of all, from an artist whose Beirut apartment was a haven for me during the years I lived in Lebanon: Should I send my daughter out of this country?
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On a sunny morning in early October, I drove south out of Beirut on the highway that runs along the Mediterranean, toward the border with Israel. Just outside the city, dark smoke trails became visible on both sides of the road--last night's air strikes. New ones appear every morning, like a visual scorecard of the war's progress. There were other cars on the road at first, but beyond the coastal city of Sidon, the highway was empty.

My driver, visibly anxious, drove more than 90 miles per hour. Yellow Hezbollah banners fluttered in the breeze, alongside brand-new martyr billboards that read Nasrallah Aat ("Nasrallah Is Coming")--a play on his name, which means "victory of God" in Arabic. We passed several charred and overturned cars. On the northbound side of the road, dozens of abandoned but undamaged vehicles were parked on the shoulder. These had been left by families fleeing the war in the south, my Lebanese fixer explained; they had run out of gas and apparently continued on foot. Her own family had fled the south in the same way.

After a little more than an hour, we reached the outskirts of Tyre, an ancient city in southern Lebanon. It is usually a lively place, but we found it eerily deserted, with shattered buildings marking the sites of bombings here and there. We passed some of the city's Roman ruins, and for a moment, I felt as if I'd been transported into one of the Orientalist sketches made by 19th-century European travelers in the Levant, an antique landscape shorn of its people.

We had been directed by the Lebanese army--which maintains a reconnaissance and policing role in the south--to go to the Rest House, a gated resort. There, on a broad terrace overlooking a magnificent beach, we found a cluster of aid workers and TV journalists smoking and chatting under a tarp, with their cameras set on tripods and pointed south. This was as close as any observer could get to the war. Beyond us was an undulating coastline and green hills stretching to the Israeli border, about 12 miles away. There, just beyond our vision, Israeli ground troops were battling Hezbollah's fighters, near villages that had been turned to rubble.

I was staring out at the sea, mesmerized by the beauty and stillness of the place, when a whooshing sound made me jolt. I looked to my left and saw a volley of projectiles shooting into the air, perhaps 200 yards away. They vanished into the blue sky, angled southward and leaving tufts of white smoke behind them. I felt a rush of panic: These must be Hezbollah rockets. Didn't this mean Israel would strike back at the launch site, awfully close to us? But one of the Arab journalists waved my worries away. "It happens a lot," he said. War is like that. You get used to it, until the assumptions change and the missiles land on you.

Not far away, camped out on the Rest House's blue deck chairs, I found a family of 20 refugees who had left their village 11 days earlier. One of them was a tall, sweet-faced 18-year-old named Samar, dressed in a black shawl and headscarf, who sat very still as she described the moment when the war got too close.

"I saw a missile right above me--I thought it would hit us," she said. "I felt I was blind for a moment when the missiles struck." Everything shook, and a rush of dust and smoke made it hard to breathe. Five or six missiles had hit a neighboring house where a funeral was under way, killing one of the family's neighbors and injuring about 60 others. "It was as close as that umbrella," she said, pointing to the poolside parasol about 15 feet from us.

The whole family fled, then returned a few hours later to get some belongings, only to be blasted awake that night by another Israeli strike that shattered the remaining windows of the house. They all ran to the main square of the village and huddled there, praying, until dawn, when they drove to the Rest House. They have not been home since. They live on handouts from aid workers and journalists, and do not know if their house is still standing.

I heard stories like these again and again across Lebanon, from families who had fled their homes and some who were reduced to begging. The displaced are everywhere, and they have transformed the country's demographic map. In the west-Beirut neighborhood of Hamra, a historically leftist and secular enclave, you now see large numbers of women in Islamic dress. I saw them in Christian neighborhoods, in the mountains, even in the far north. You can almost feel the suspicion that locals direct at them as you walk past.

Some locals have welcomed displaced people and offered them free meals; others have turned them away, and many landlords have ripped them off for profit. "Everybody is saying, 'Why do you come and rent in our civilian neighborhoods? You are endangering everybody around you,'" a friend told me in the northern city of Tripoli. The danger was real, and it could be seen in the evolving pattern of Israeli strikes, which moved from Shiite enclaves to what had been considered safe areas in the mountains and the north. Hezbollah's fighters appear to be leaking out of the danger zone, blending in with the refugees, and Israel has continued to track and strike them.

Some refugees have fled their homes only to stumble into even more dangerous places. Julia Ramadan, 28, was so frightened by the bombings in Beirut that she retreated to her parents' apartment, in a six-story building on a hillside in Sidon. The area is mostly Christian, and dozens of southerners had also sought shelter there. Two days after she arrived, Julia spent several hours distributing free meals to other war refugees with her brother, Ashraf. She was home with her family when a missile slammed into the building.

Hussein Ibish: Muslim American support for Trump is an act of self-sabotage.

"With the second missile, the building started to shake," Ashraf told me when I met him later. A powerfully built man who works as a fitness trainer, he had bandages on his foot and arm. "With the third and fourth, we felt the building starting to collapse."

Ashraf instinctively turned and tried to use his body to shield his father, who was sitting next to him on a couch in the family's living room. The building gave way, and father and son found themselves alive but trapped under the rubble. It took eight hours for rescuers to dig them out, and then they learned that Julia and her mother were among the dead. At least 45 people were killed, according to Lebanon's health ministry (locals told me the number was 75). Israeli officials later said a local Hezbollah commander and several operatives were in the building.

One of the first to arrive on the scene was Muhammad Ahmed Jiradi, a 31-year-old whose aunt, uncle, and cousins lived in the building. He told me he could hear the screams of the people pinned under the wreckage. One of them was his uncle, saying that his wife and children were dead. Jiradi tried frantically to move the broken concrete and steel, but he had no tools, and could manage little. Many of the trapped people died before they could be rescued, their screams gradually fading.

"I saw my aunt pulled out," Jiradi told me. "Her guts were spilling out; her head was gashed. This is the last image I have of her. I always thought of her as so beautiful. My mother wanted to see her. I said no. I told her, 'Her face was smiling.' But it's not true."

Jiradi told me these things in a listless monotone as we sat in armchairs in his spartan apartment. He had run out of money to pay for rent and food for his wife and children. He talked nonstop for an hour, periodically repeating, "I can't take it anymore." He said this not with any visible pain or emotion, but with the glazed look of someone who has lost all hope.
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Whom do the Lebanese blame for these horrors? When I asked, many of them gave me scripted answers: the Zionist enemy, of course. But some Lebanese told me that they did not want to die for the Palestinians. This was an indirect way of criticizing Hezbollah, which started this new round of fighting by launching rockets at Israeli civilian targets the day after the October 7 massacre, ostensibly to show solidarity with Hamas.

"I don't know who started this war," Jiradi told me. "I just want to live in peace."

That may sound neutral, but in Lebanon, where Hezbollah has called for resistance to Israel at any cost, the absence of ideological fervor can be a tacit refusal to comply. People often voice fatigue in private, where they aren't worried about being accused of siding with the enemy. But I even saw it on a few highway billboards. It's Enough--We're Tired, one of them read. Everyone in Lebanon knows what that means.

One afternoon, my driver, a 56-year-old man named Hassan from southern Lebanon, showed me a picture on his phone of a demolished house. It was his own, in the village of Bint Jbail, near the border with Israel. He had spent decades building it, and now the Israelis had bombed it into ruins. I expected him to erupt in anger at Israel, but then he told me why it had happened: Several Hezbollah fighters had sought shelter in his house, and Israel had targeted them there. He made clear that he held Hezbollah responsible for his loss.

Some Lebanese welcome the strikes on Hezbollah, despite the harm done to civilians. "The Israelis--it's unfortunate that civilians are dying, but they are doing us a great favor," a businessman from the north told me. He asked not to be named for fear of reprisal. "I was at a meeting today, and we were all saying, 'It's getting worse, but the worse it gets, the faster we will be out of this.'" In the same conversation, this man described his own close call with an Israeli air strike--an experience that did not lessen his hunger to see Hezbollah destroyed.

Hezbollah is keenly aware of its domestic vulnerabilities. In early October, its media wing made a bid for public sympathy by organizing a tour of the worst-hit parts of the Dahieh, the dense south-Beirut district that is home to its headquarters. By 1 p.m. that day, about 300 journalists, many of them European, were clustered together in the war zone, dressed in helmets and flak jackets, patiently waiting for their Hezbollah guides.

The Dahieh usually swarms with people, but the bombings had emptied it. We followed our Hezbollah minders through the cratered streets, many of the reporters excitedly snapping pictures of a place we'd been unable to see until now. At each bomb site, a Hezbollah official stood up and delivered a speech declaring that only civilians had been killed there, innocent women and children murdered by the Israeli "terrorists." (They did not take us to the places where Hassan Nasrallah and other commanders had been struck.) Reporters thrust out microphones to record his every word. Some clambered over the mountains of rubble, still smoking in some places, greedily edging one another out to get the best shots.

At one site, I saw a man slip past the crowd to get into his auto-repair shop. I walked up and asked him if we could speak. He told me he'd chosen this moment to check on his shop after hearing about the Hezbollah media tour, "because I know the Israelis will not bomb you guys."

He was right. The Israeli drone operators probably watched the whole weird show from the sky. You can hear the drones buzzing loudly overhead all day and all night in Beirut. Some people told me the noise kept them from sleeping. People jokingly call them Umm Kamel, or "Kamel's mother," a play on the name of the MK drone type. It is an effort to domesticate a reality that is very frightening to most Lebanese: Israel could strike them at any time. After the man from the Dahieh repair shop made his comment, I found myself looking up at the sky and wondering how I registered on the Israelis' drone screens. Could they see my American phone number? Was I, as a U.S. citizen and a journalist, a moving no-kill zone?

Israel's surveillance technologies have brought a new kind of intimacy to this war. In September, Israel detonated thousands of pagers it had surreptitiously sold to Hezbollah months earlier, wounding the group's members as they went about their daily routines. Some of the victims were struck in their groins, perhaps even emasculated, because they had their pager on their hip. Others lost eyes and hands. I spoke to a doctor at one of Lebanon's best hospitals, who described the chaos of that day, when dozens of young men were admitted without registering their names--a violation of the usual protocols, but Hezbollah was not going to give up its members' identities. Another doctor told me he received several men wounded by pagers who were all listed only as "George," a typically Christian name. He let it pass.

Even Israel's efforts to minimize civilian casualties have created a weird closeness with the enemy. Most people I know in Lebanon watch the X feed of Avichay Adraee, an Arabic-speaking Israeli military official who posts warnings about upcoming strikes. But the Israelis also place calls to individual residents in endangered areas. I spoke with a 34-year-old woman named Layal who told me that many people in her southern village, including her parents, had received calls from Israeli officials telling them to evacuate. "But some people do pranks, pretending to be Israelis," she told me, and that caused confusion. I must have looked baffled, because Layal added--as if to explain--that some of the pranksters were Syrian refugees. Many of the refugees loathe Hezbollah, which sent its fighters to bolster the Syrian regime during that country's brutal civil war.

Layal told me that one of her neighbors, a woman named Ghadir, had gotten a phone call in late September from someone who spoke Arabic with a Palestinian accent. "You are Ghadir?" the voice said. She denied it. The caller named her husband, her children, the shop across the street. Every detail was correct. The caller told her to leave her apartment. Ghadir reluctantly did so, and that night her entire building was destroyed in an air strike. Layal fled soon afterward, without waiting for a phone call; when I met her, she was living in a rented house in the mountains.

That night, from the dark roof-deck of my Beirut hotel, I watched orange flames burst upward from the city's southern edge, the aftermath of an air strike. It looked like a volcano erupting. Sounds of awe came from a cluster of young Lebanese at a table next to me; they held up their cellphones to capture the scene, posted their shots to social media, and went back to their cocktails.
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Hezbollah has a violent history inside Lebanon, and its domestic enemies are now sniffing the wind for signs of weakness. One of them is Achraf Rifi, the former head of one of Lebanon's main security agencies. Almost two decades ago, Rifi's investigators helped identify the Hezbollah operatives who had organized the murder of a string of Lebanese public figures, starting with former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005. That bombing destroyed an entire block on Beirut's seafront and killed 23 people. Rifi's dogged police work publicly exposed Hezbollah's willingness to kill anyone who got in its way. It also put him on the group's target list.

Rifi is 70, with an austere, stiff-backed manner, and he lives in an elegantly furnished apartment in the center of Tripoli. When I went to see him there, he walked me out onto the terrace and pointed down through the evening gloom at a red traffic barrier on the far side of the street. That spot, he said, was where a car packed with 300 pounds of TNT was parked when it exploded in August 2013, one of two simultaneous bombings in central Tripoli that killed 55 people. Rifi told me the car bombing was a joint operation by Hezbollah and Syrian intelligence, and it was intended to kill him. He was inside at the time, and was shaken but not seriously injured.

Rifi knows both parties to this war well: Not only was he the target of that Hezbollah bombing, but as the head of the Internal Security Forces, he became familiar with Israeli spycraft by dismantling 33 Israeli cells inside Lebanon (three of them were in Hezbollah). Fighting Israeli espionage was one of the few objectives he and Hezbollah shared. Rifi told me that Israel's successful infiltration of Hezbollah, which helped it kill many of the group's senior leaders, became possible during the years the group spent fighting in Syria to protect the regime of Bashar al-Assad. Off their home turf, Hezbollah's soldiers were exposed to Israeli surveillance. The Syrian war also created opportunities for self-enrichment and corruption within the organization--a problem that worsened with Lebanon's subsequent economic collapse, as newly needy people could be tempted to spy in exchange for Israeli money.

Rifi told me he thought that about 20 percent of Hezbollah commanders in the middle and upper ranks had been killed in Israel's operations this fall, including some of the group's most effective leaders. He said he thought the bleeding would continue. As a critic of Israel, he would not have hoped to see Hezbollah disarmed this way. But the job is being done.

"The Iranian period is finished, I think," Rifi told me. "In Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen."

He may be right. The death of Nasrallah--the most powerful figure in Lebanon--felt like the end of an era to many people, and it ignited a frenzy of anxious speculation about what will happen next. Hezbollah's defeat, if it comes, is by no means sure to bring peace or order. Day after day, I heard people ransack past chapters of Lebanon's history for clues about the future.

One night in Tripoli, I listened to a group of friends argue for hours over an exquisite meal at a farm-to-table restaurant called Crop. (Lebanese restaurateurs have learned to take wars in stride.) One of the guests, a local city administrator who had spent years abroad, delivered an acerbic speech about Lebanon's failure to cohere as a country. "I don't see anyone who believes in a nation called Lebanon," he said. "I see the Christians, the Sunnis, the Shia, the Druze--each is loyal to his own community or party. There is no public interest."

A young historian named Charles al-Hayek interrupted and began to argue passionately that Lebanon was not past hope. The country had special traits that set it apart from other Arab countries: traditions of religious diversity, democracy, higher education, individual and public liberty. These could help Lebanon forge a more enlightened social compact.

A third guest began to argue that Lebanon needed a powerful leader with Western support to beat back the Iranian project and find a new way forward. Hayek shook his head impatiently. The Arab world, he said, was always clamoring for a rajul mukhalis--literally, a "man who finishes things." This quest for a charismatic leader had always ended in tyranny, Hayek said. The same was true of Lebanon's sectarian appeals to foreign patrons--France for the Christians, Saudi Arabia for the Sunnis, Iran for the Shia. The country must learn to stand on its own, Hayek said, and the end of Iranian hegemony could provide an opportunity.

At another dinner, this one in Beirut's Sursock district, the hostess--a glamorously dressed woman in early middle age--asked everyone at the table to describe their best- and worst-case scenarios for Lebanon. One guest invoked the possibility of civil war, and another said: "Civil war? Come on, civil wars are expensive. We don't have the money." People laughed. But he wasn't kidding. Lebanon's economic collapse is so severe that the country's political factions--which, apart from Hezbollah, have not fought for decades--lack the guns and ammunition to sustain a serious conflict.

Read: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

At one point, the hostess glanced impishly around the room and said: "Please, I want to know who is the best urologue in Beirut."

Why? someone asked.

"Because I will ask him who has the biggest balls in Lebanon, and that man will rescue us."

People laughed. But again, it wasn't just a joke. Many Lebanese I spoke with were desperate for a deus ex machina, and they seemed to want much more than a politician in the familiar mold. The country's financial straits, together with the explosion that devastated the port of Beirut in 2020, have exposed the depravity of Lebanon's political class. As one Lebanese friend told me, you go into politics in Lebanon to make money, not to serve the public interest. Corruption isn't a by-product; it is the essence of the system. As a result, the talk about a new leadership has tended to revolve around the Lebanese army, often described as the country's last intact national institution. The wish of many is for someone who will assert the army's power against Hezbollah, smash the whole corrupt political system, and build a better one: Al rajul al mukhalis.

Lebanon's power brokers have been deadlocked since the previous president's term expired in 2022--no one has yet succeeded him--and the Biden administration has been pressing for a new election that might empower a government willing to challenge Hezbollah. The Lebanese presidency is reserved for a Maronite Christian (each of the top leadership jobs in Lebanon's government is assigned by law to a particular religious community). The current head of the army, Joseph Aoun, qualifies. But even if an election could be held--which is hard to imagine in the chaos of this war--Aoun's powers would be constrained by the Lebanese power-sharing system.

I relayed some of the conversations I had heard about the yearning for a military intervention to a retired senior officer in the Lebanese army who is close to Aoun and familiar with his thinking. We met in an officers' club in the mountain town of Baabda, near the army's headquarters, on a green hillside property that once belonged to a Kuwaiti princess. Through the boughs of cedar trees, we had a glorious view of Beirut far below, and the Mediterranean beyond.

The officer, clean-shaven and in civilian dress, told me that the army would never stray from its constitutionally defined role. Even if Hezbollah were substantially weakened, taking it on would spark a civil war. I asked about the possibility of disarming Hezbollah--the fervent aspiration of its domestic rivals and foreign adversaries. He said, "The only one who can disarm Hezbollah is Iran." And that, he said, could happen only in the context of a political settlement between Iran and the United States, its most powerful enemy. Those were sobering words. In essence, he was telling me that Lebanon has no say in its own future.

As of now, no one knows for sure how much strength Hezbollah has left. Despite the battering of its top ranks and decision makers, it has a powerful corps of fighters in southern Lebanon who can operate independently. But with time, the officer told me, "Hezbollah will feel the lack of money. This will be the biggest problem. And when the Shia go back to the south, who will rebuild?"
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As I flew out of Beirut, I could see smoke rising from ruins not far from the airport. Middle East Airlines--Lebanon's national carrier--is still operating, but other companies are no longer willing to take the risk. It has become so difficult to buy an outbound ticket that some people are sleeping outside the airport, hoping for cancellations. Others talk of fleeing by boat to Cyprus if things get worse. More than 300,000 Syrian refugees who fled to Lebanon during their country's civil war have escaped back across the border over the past month, a testament to the depth of their fear.

As the plane banked and rose from the Beirut airport, passengers could see the Mediterranean on one side, glittering in the sun. But visible in the other direction, just beyond the runway, was something that offered a hint about the war now raging in Lebanon: a cluttered patch of warehouses and shacks that had arisen gradually during the 1980s, built by Shiite migrants from the south, with little or no oversight by the state. Now they store commodities of all kinds that are flown in and out of the country free of any taxes or tariffs. A shadow economy, made possible by Hezbollah's enforcers, has gradually enriched and sustained the broader Shiite population.

That arrangement has been essential to Hezbollah's power, and it has tied the lives and livelihoods of most of Lebanon's Shia to the revolutionary creed of the Iranian regime. Many fear that if they lose Hezbollah, they will be left defenseless. Some of the elders still remember the days when most Shia were mired in rural poverty, mistreated not just by Lebanon's other sects but by their own semifeudal overlords.

But their faith in Hezbollah is being tested. One Shiite woman who fled the south and is now living in a rented home in the mountains confided her disappointment to me. "A Hezbollah guy called us to say 'What do you need?,' but he didn't have much to offer," she said. "Just pillows. I asked for medicines for the kids, but they didn't bring anything to us. Before the war, Hezbollah said they had an emergency plan. Where is the plan?"

Some people made bitter comparisons with Hezbollah's reaction to the 2006 war it fought with Israel. Back then, the group's leaders had quickly rolled out an energetic construction campaign, promising to rebuild every home that was destroyed. Young volunteers with clipboards surged into Shiite districts within hours of the cease-fire, delivering cash and food and supplies. Hardly anyone expects that to happen again. If the refugees' needs continue to go unmet, Hezbollah could lose support. Might that make possible a new era in Lebanon, free of Tehran's dictates?

Hezbollah loyalists rarely share their feelings with outsiders. But I got a glimpse of the atmosphere inside the group from a young woman whose brother, a Hezbollah fighter, had been killed in an Israeli air strike in late September. I met her through a friend in the mountain town of Aley, where she had taken refuge.

Her brother's name was Hamoudi, and he was an unlikely militant. "He didn't pray," his sister told me. (She asked that I not reveal her name or the family's surname.) "My mother said, 'You will not become a martyr; you don't pray.'" Some in the family--which is very loyal to Hezbollah--said Hamoudi seemed almost an atheist. "He didn't read the Quran," his sister said. "He listened to music. It's haram"--forbidden--"to touch girls," but Hamoudi, a burly 25-year-old with rosy cheeks and an infectious smile, loved women and didn't try to hide it.

He was a film producer and editor and had taught himself the trade, working his way up from production assistant to camera operator and lighting designer. He started his own firm, doing social-media reels for restaurants and clothing companies and coffee shops. When he moved from the family's southern village to Beirut, he found an apartment, not in the Dahieh, but in the more cosmopolitan Hamra district, where he often stayed out late partying with friends.

His sister showed me pictures and videos on her phone: Hamoudi swaying to music in the car, getting a haircut, voguing on the beach. "He was my friend, my brother, my secrets box," she said, her eyes brimming with tears. "The one I go to first in my sadness and my happiness."

Hamoudi had always been torn between the family tradition of muqawama--resistance--and the lure of Beirut and its glamor. Only at the end of the summer did he return to the family home in the south. By then, Israeli air strikes had become more frequent, the news ever grimmer. A 17-year-old friend in the family's village was badly injured when a pager exploded in his hand in mid-September, she said. The boy's father was killed soon afterward. On the day Nasrallah was killed, she called Hamoudi and asked him to come to Beirut to comfort her. He said he couldn't. It was on that same day that he formally joined Hezbollah as a fighter, his sister said.

Read: Full-on war between Israel and Iran isn't inevitable

Hamoudi seemed resigned to his death as soon as he joined. He even washed himself as martyrs are meant to, and made a martyrdom video, she told me--whether because everyone around him seemed to be dying, or because he had been assigned a mission, she didn't know. But the very next day, an Israeli bomb struck the house where Hamoudi and two other Hezbollah fighters were sheltering, killing them all. The sister told me she suspected it even before she got the news. "I felt something," she said. "Years before, he had a motorcycle accident, and I felt something the second it happened. This time, the same."

Hezbollah issued a poster bearing Hamoudi's picture and his name, with looping Arabic script declaring his martyrdom. You see these posters all over the Dahieh and in southern Lebanon these days, always with new faces. Hamoudi's family has not yet been able to hold a funeral, because their village is still so dangerous. "When we see his grave, that day he will die again," his sister said. "It will feel like the first day."

Hamoudi's sister is a devout Muslim and a supporter of Hezbollah. I have met many women like her in Lebanon, and I vaguely expected her to deliver a speech about the coming victory of the resistance, or to assure me that she would never give in. But as she wiped her tears away, she said nothing of the kind.

"I'm thinking to leave the country," she said.
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How Trump Is Baiting Harris

He and his campaign keep pushing the bounds of decency in an effort to provoke a reaction.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


This is the time for closing arguments from Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. But Trump's closing argument is not a closing argument at all: It's an invitation. He and his campaign are acting in hopes of provoking Harris, pushing her to muddle her final message.

The statements and sentiments on display from the Trump campaign this past week, and particularly at Sunday night's rally at Madison Square Garden, have been racist, xenophobic, and violent. To note a few: The comedian Tony Hinchcliffe, invited by the Trump campaign, called Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage." The radio personality Sid Rosenberg described the Democratic Party as "a bunch of degenerates, lowlifes," and "Jew-haters." The private-equity fund manager Grant Cardone said that Harris has "pimp handlers." And the Trump adviser Stephen Miller declared that "America is for Americans and Americans only."

This incendiary language is not only a crude attempt to bait critics; it's part of a pattern of hate from Trump and his closest allies, and a type of rhetoric that Trump has made clear he intends to incorporate into his plans as president. But in continuing to push the lines of decency in American politics, Trump is also attempting to goad the opposition. His campaign is ramping up a familiar and often effective cycle: He says or encourages something inflammatory, then goes on to blame his opponents or members of the media for overreacting, sometimes attempting to rewrite his own statements in the process. After he told the Fox News anchor Sean Hannity that he wouldn't be a dictator "except for day one," he later said that he was just joking, in an effort to cast those who took him seriously as dramatic. It's an example of what my colleague Megan Garber recently called the trolligarchy: "A troll reserves the right, always, to be kidding," she wrote. "Even about matters of life and death."

A strong reaction from Democrats or from journalists is strategically useful to Trump, and he knows it. As Trump said at Sunday's rally: "When I say 'the enemy from within'"--referring to the phrase he often uses to describe anyone who is not part of MAGA world--"the other side goes crazy." Kamala Harris herself has usually avoided taking the bait, although in recent days she has gone on the attack, referring to Trump as a fascist for the first time after The New York Times published remarks from former White House Chief of Staff John Kelly in which he said that Trump met the definition of the word. But she has returned consistently to a message of unity. Speaking to reporters today, she said, "When elected president, I'm going to represent all Americans, including those who don't vote for me."

Others on her campaign, however, haven't been as careful. At an event earlier this week, Tim Walz said of the MSG rally, "There's a direct parallel to a big rally that happened in the mid-1930s at Madison Square Garden," in apparent reference to a 1939 pro-Nazi rally that took place in the same arena. And on a call with a Latino voting group last night, President Joe Biden remarked, "The only garbage I see floating out there is his supporters--his demonization of Latinos is unconscionable, and it's un-American." Though Biden later claimed that he said "supporter's," referencing Hinchcliffe's quote about Puerto Rico, and Harris quickly distanced herself from the gaffe, the damage was done. Biden's blunder is reminiscent of the disparaging "basket of deplorables" comment that Hillary Clinton made about Trump supporters during her 2016 campaign, a comparison that Trumpworld has been quick to make. MAGA allies soon began campaigning off of Biden's comment, and Trump's campaign has even fundraised off it.

By provoking and then taking apparent pleasure in dramatic reactions from their critics, Trump and his team encourage his supporters' feelings of vitriol toward fellow Americans--feelings Trump has spent years feeding by referring to his political opponents as enemies, "vermin," "lunatics," and "thugs." Harris and her team will make a much stronger closing statement if they refuse to give Trump the satisfaction of being their campaign's main subject. But it's also up to the American voting public to resist being baited by the outrage that Trump stokes, and to refuse the path of vengeance that he represents.

Related:

	This is Trump's message.
 	Trump wants you to accept all of this as normal.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump pays the price for insulting Puerto Rico.
 	Why Kamala Harris is targeting deep-red counties
 	Elon Musk has turned X into a political weapon.
 	The worst of crypto is yet to come.




Today's News

	A divided Supreme Court allowed Virginia to continue its program targeting suspected noncitizen voters, which could result in the purge of more than 1,600 voter registrations.
 	At least 95 people were killed after torrential rain caused dangerous levels of flash flooding in Spain's Valencia region.
 	An 18-year-old man was arrested near an early-voting site in Florida after he brandished a machete at two people who support Vice President Kamala Harris. A video shows him holding the machete while his companions wave Trump flags, according to The New York Times.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Throw out your black plastic spatula, Zoe Schlanger writes. It's probably leaching chemicals into your cooking oil.


Explore all of our newsletters here.
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Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive

By Nicholas Florko

When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.
 In the name of journalism, I went to my local smoke shop this week, and sure enough, vapes with screens were ubiquitous.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	An overlooked path to a financial fresh start
 	How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus
 	Muslim American support for Trump is an act of self-sabotage, Hussein Ibish argues.




Culture Break


Illustration by Joanne Imperio / The Atlantic. Sources: B Bennett / Getty; Bettmann / Getty; Harry How / Getty; Steve Crandall / Getty.



Investigate. Why are baseball players always eating? Kaitlyn Tiffany examines why America's pastime is a game of snacks.

Watch. In Conclave (out now in theaters), the cardinals get catty when the pope dies, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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This Is What $44 Billion Buys You

Elon Musk has turned X into a political weapon.

by Charlie Warzel




Elon Musk didn't just get a social network--he got a political weapon.



It's easy to forget that Elon Musk's purchase of Twitter was so rash and ill-advised that the centibillionaire actually tried to back out of it. Only after he was sued and forced into legal discovery did Musk go through with the acquisition, which has been a financial disaster. He's alienated advertisers and turned the app, now called X, into his personal playground, where he's the perpetual main character. And for what?



Only Musk can know what he thought he was buying two years ago, though it seems clear the purchase was ideological in nature. In any case, the true value of X--the specific, chaotic return on his investment--has become readily apparent in these teeth-gnashing final days leading up to November 5. For Musk, the platform has become a useful political weapon of confusion, a machine retrofitted to poison the information environment by filling it with dangerous, false, and unsubstantiated rumors about election fraud that can reach mass audiences. How much does it cost to successfully (to use Steve Bannon's preferred phrasing) flood the zone with shit? Thanks to Musk's acquisition, we can put a figure on it: $44 billion.



Nothing better encapsulates X's ability to sow informational chaos than the Election Integrity Community--a feed on the platform where users are instructed to subscribe and "share potential incidents of voter fraud or irregularities you see while voting in the 2024 election." The community, which was launched last week by Musk's America PAC, has more than 34,000 members; roughly 20,000 have joined since Musk promoted the feed last night. It is jammed with examples of terrified speculation and clearly false rumors about fraud. Its top post yesterday morning was a long rant from a "Q Patriot." His complaint was that when he went to vote early in Philadelphia, election workers directed him to fill out a mail-in ballot and place it in a secure drop box, a process he described as "VERY SKETCHY!" But this is, in fact, just how things work: Pennsylvania's early-voting system functions via on-demand mail-in ballots, which are filled in at polling locations. The Q Patriot's post, which has been viewed more than 62,000 times, is representative of the type of fearmongering present in the feed and a sterling example of a phenomenon recently articulated by the technology writer Mike Masnick, where "everything is a conspiracy theory when you don't bother to educate yourself."

Read: Elon Musk has reached a new low

Elsewhere in the Election Integrity Community, users have reposted debunked theories from 2020 about voting machines switching votes, while others are sharing old claims of voter fraud from past local elections. Since Musk promoted the feed last night, it has become an efficient instrument for incitement and harassment; more users are posting about individual election workers, sometimes singling them out by name. In many instances, users will share a video, purportedly from a polling location, while asking questions like "Is this real?" This morning, the community accused a man in Northampton County, Pennsylvania, of stealing ballots. Popular right-wing influencers such as Alex Jones amplified the claim, but their suspect turned out to be the county's postmaster, simply doing his job.



The most important feature of the Election Integrity Community is the sheer volume of posts: dozens per hour, such that scrolling through them becomes overwhelming. It presents the viewer with fragmented pieces of information--more than any casual news consumer (or most election offices, for that matter) might be able to confirm or debunk. And so the feed is the purest distillation of what Musk's platform wishes to accomplish. He has created a bullshit machine.



There are three major components to this tool. The first is that X exposes its users to right-wing political content frequently, whether they want it or not. To test this theory, I recently created a new X account, which required me to answer a few onboarding questions to build my feed: I told X that I was interested in news about technology, gaming, sports, and culture. The first account the site prompted me to follow was Musk's, but I opted instead to follow only ESPN. Still, when I opened the app, it defaulted me to the "For You" feed, which surfaces content from accounts outside the ones a user follows. A Musk post was the first thing I encountered, followed quickly by a post from Donald Trump and another from an account called @MJTruthUltra, which offered a warning from a supposed FBI whistleblower: "Vote, arm yourself, Stock up 3-4 Months Supply of Food and Water, and Pray." After that was a post from a MAGA influencer accusing Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg of "censoring patriots," followed by posts from Libs of TikTok (a video from a school-board meeting about girls' bathrooms), MAGA influencers Benny Johnson and Jack Posobiec, and Dom Lucre, a right-wing personality who was once banned from the platform for sharing an explicit image of a child being tortured.

Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is

X is also experimenting with other algorithmic ways to surface rumors and discredited election news. The platform recently launched a new AI-powered "stories for you" feature, which curates trending topics without human review and highlights them prominently to selected users. NBC News found five examples of this feature sharing election-fraud theories, including debunked claims about voting machines and fraud in Maricopa County, Arizona.



This algorithmic prioritization represents the second prong of the approach: granting far-right influencers and the MAGA faithful greater reach with their posts. A Washington Post analysis of lawmaker tweets from July 2023 to the present day show that Republican officials' posts go viral far more often than Democrats' do, and that Musk's right-wing political activism has encouraged Republican lawmakers to post more, too, "allowing them to greatly outnumber Democrats on users' feeds." According to the Post, "Republicans' tweets totaled more than 7.5 billion views since July 2023--more than double the Democrats' 3.3 billion." Musk has effectively turned the platform into a far-right social network and echo chamber, not unlike Rumble and Truth Social. The difference, of course, is X's size and audience, which still contains many prominent influencers, celebrities, athletes, and media members.



The third and final element of X's bullshit engine is Musk himself, who has become the platform's loudest amplifier of specious voter-fraud claims. Bloomberg recently analyzed more than 53,000 of Musk's posts and found that he has posted more about immigration and voter fraud than any other topic, garnering roughly 10 billion views. Musk's mask-off MAGA boosterism has also empowered other reactionaries with big accounts to shitpost in his image. When they do, Musk will frequently repost or reply to their accounts, boosting their visibility. Here's a representative example: On October 23, the venture capitalist Shaun Maguire posted that he'd heard a rumor from a senator about more ballots being mailed out in California than the number of legal voters. "Can anyone confirm or deny this?" he asked his more than 166,000 followers on X. Musk replied to the post, noting, "I'm hearing one crazy story after another."

Read: Elon Musk says he would recognize a Harris election victory

On this point, I believe Musk. The billionaire is inundated with wild election speculation because he is addicted to the rumormongering machine that he helped design. This is the strategy at work, the very reason the volume of alarming-seeming anecdotes about a stolen election work so well. Not only are there too many false claims to conceivably debunk, but the scale of the misleading information gives people the perception that there is simply too much evidence out there for it all to be made up. Musk, whether he believes it or not, can claim that he is "hearing one crazy story after another" and coax his bespoke echo chamber to proffer evidence.



X's current political project is clear: Musk, his PAC, and his legion of acolytes are creating the conditions necessary to claim that the 2024 election is stolen, should Kamala Harris be declared the winner. But the effects of that effort are far more pernicious. If you spend enough time scrolling through the Election Integrity Community feed and its unending carousel of fraud allegations, it isn't hard to begin to see the world through the paranoid lens that X offers to millions of its users. It is disorienting and dismaying to have to bushwhack through the dense terrain of lies and do the mental calisthenics of trying to fact-check hundreds of people crying nefarious about things they haven't even bothered to research. Worse yet, it's easy to see how somebody might simply give in, beaten into submission by the scale of it all. In this way, even though X is Musk's project, it may actually be built in the image of the MAGA candidate himself. A $44 billion monument to Trump's greatest (and only real) trick, as he put it in a 2021 speech: "If you say it enough and keep saying it, they'll start to believe you."
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        Photos: The Spirit of Halloween 2024
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            	October 30, 2024

            	22 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Over the past several weeks, people around the world have been celebrating the season of Halloween--dressing up, taking part in parades and festivals, hosting parties, and braving trips through haunted houses (and at least one haunted car wash). Collected below are photos that capture some of these scary (and fun) pre-Halloween festivities in Wales, Japan, India, Romania, Spain, Ireland, Thailand, the United States, and elsewhere.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Silhouette of a person wearing horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wearing a costume is silhouetted against the sunset sky at the West Side Hallo Fest, a Halloween festival in Bucharest, Romania, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog, with its tongue hanging out, sits in the collar of a costume made of a human-size dress shirt, tie, and jacket, with a sticker on the lapel reading "Hello, my name is Bob."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People and their costumed dogs participate in the 34th annual Tompkins Square Halloween Dog Parade on October 19, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A person sits inside a giant hollowed-out floating pumpkin, rowing with a paddle in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle in giant hollowed-out pumpkins at the yearly pumpkin regatta in Kasterlee, Belgium, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A scary witch decoration with glowing eyes stands outside a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Halloween decorations are seen outside of a house in the Buena Vista neighborhood of San Francisco, California, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog wears a Halloween costume shaped like the Pixar movie character WALL-E.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog in a Halloween costume participates in the Sunnyvale Pet Parade contest in Sunnyvale, California, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wear giant cat-head masks while taking part in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants walk through the street during Bakeneko Parade (Cat Halloween Parade) as part of Kagurazaka Bakeneko Festival on October 13, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A surfer in a Homer Simpson mask catches a wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer in a Homer Simpson mask catches a wave on a foggy morning at Newport Beach, California, on October 26, 2024, continuing an annual tradition of surfing in costumes here on the last Saturday before Halloween.
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                [image: A person photographs a tall tree that has been decorated with long lines of green lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Light installations are displayed during a media preview of a new Halloween light trail in Kew Gardens, in London, England, on October 17, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Kin Cheung / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Actors made up like zombies perform for passengers on a train.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors perform for passengers during a "Zombie Shinkansen" event on a bullet train from Tokyo to Osaka, ahead of Halloween, on October 19, 2024.
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                [image: A man dressed as the movie character Chucky is seen in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dressed as the movie character Chucky is seen in Sol Square ahead of Halloween celebrations in Madrid, Spain.
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                [image: Meerkats investigate a carved pumpkin in a zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Meerkats investigate a Jack O'Lantern at Five Sisters Zoo ahead of Halloween, on October 24, 2024, in West Calder, Scotland.
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                [image: Two people dressed as scary clowns menace a car as it passes through a car wash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jake Salha, center, and Tez Williams, left, dress as clowns and try to scare customers during the Haunted Car Wash at Mr. Spotless in Detroit, Michigan, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: Performers in costumes parade on stilts through a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers with the performance group Macnas dance during the Halloween parade "Alf's Journey," inspired by climate change and habitat loss, in Galway, Ireland, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds up a lantern, ducking slightly, in a dark space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vanessa Kramer uses a lantern to watch for low overhanging pipes as she makes her way through a tunnel during a tour of underground passages in Portland, Oregon, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: People stand near a giant illuminated jack-o'-lantern figure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant Halloween pumpkin is seen during the pumpkin festival at the Parque Fundidora ahead of the Halloween celebration in Monterrey, Nuevo Leon State, Mexico, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: Four people in traditional costumes, with masks made of sticks and straw, stand in front of the Palace of Westminster, in London.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed in traditional Celtic costumes walk through central London on October 29, 2024, as part of a campaign by Tourism Ireland, highlighting Halloween's ancient-Irish origins, originally celebrated as Samhain.
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                [image: A person wearing a full-head fox mask carries a lantern in a wooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lisa Kalianova, a Ukrainian refugee, along with her sister Kate Kalianova, embrace the Halloween spirit in the woods in Swansea, Wales, on October 29, 2024. For Slavic cultures, Halloween aligns with the ancient celebration of Veles Night, a pre-Christian tradition honoring departed loved ones. The night involves jumping over bonfires and lighting candles to guide wandering souls home.
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                [image: People in costume parade through a street while carrying a large, frightening dragon puppet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Newquay Zombie Crawl passes local shops in Newquay, Cornwall, England, on October 26, 2024. The annual Halloween-themed event attracts hundreds of revelers to the walk and its supporting events.
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                [image: A person dressed in a ghostly costume poses inside a bus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed in a ghostly costume poses inside a public bus during a contest ahead of the Halloween celebration in Kolkata, India, on October 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two people in costume, wearing full-head masks of a police siren and a video camera, walk along a red carpet, past a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Costumed participants, dressed as characters from a Japanese campaign to combat movie piracy, walk through a street during the parade as part of the Ikebukuro Halloween Cosplay Festival 2024, on October 26, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A frightening octopus installation made up of many carved pumpkins]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A frightening octopus installation, part of many displays made of thousands of hand-carved pumpkins, designed and carved by volunteers and local artists at the historic Van Cortlandt Manor for the annual Great Jack O'Lantern Blaze in Hudson Valley, New York, on September 30, 2024
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                [image: A girl in Halloween makeup and costume poses amid spooky decorations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl wearing a Thai dress and Halloween makeup poses amid decorations at Makkasan Train Factory, in Bangkok, Thailand, on October 29, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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The Year My Father Died

A poem for Wednesday

by Katie Peterson




(for Jan) 
 
 The mind is a prison, portcullis-
 hidden, surrounded by a moat. Rituals
 inside designed for correction.
 The dangerous belong in the dungeon. The year
 my father died, I went to the mind.
 
 The year after, I went about my business.
 My marriage existed. We painted
 the house, raised the child inside it, changed
 the path of the rose trellis
 to avoid the lemon tree. Survived.
 
 For the rest of my life, I travelled
 across the earth. I brought to the mountain
 what belonged to the mountain.
 I threw in the sea
 nearly everything else.
 
 In a train station, my father waits
 on the bench the porter shined in the wee hours
 of whatever day this is.
 It can't be
 You are not meant to come with me
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How Israel Could Be Changing Iran's Nuclear Calculus

Newly threatened, the Iranian regime might pursue a bomb to try to salvage its national security.

by Uri Friedman




The latest salvo in the decades-long conflict between Iran and Israel lit up the predawn sky over Tehran on Saturday. Israeli aircraft encountered little resistance as they struck military targets in retaliation for an Iranian attack earlier this month. Although Iran appeared to downplay its impact, the strike was Israel's largest ever against the Islamic Republic. It raised not only the specter of full-scale war but also a prospect that experts told me has become much more conceivable in recent weeks: the emergence of Iran as a nuclear-armed state.

Think of Iran's defenses as a stool with three legs. Two of them have suddenly gone wobbly. The first is Iran's regional proxy network. This includes, most notably, Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Lebanon, both of which Israel has dismantled through air strikes, incursions, and high-profile assassinations. Israel has even gone after Iran's top military commanders. The second is an arsenal of missiles and drones, which Iran used to directly attack Israel for the first time in April, and then again this month. Not only did the strikes prove ineffective--Israeli and U.S. defenses largely thwarted them--but they also failed to deter Israel from continuing to hack away at the first leg and strike back as it did over the weekend.

That leaves the third leg: the Iranian nuclear program. Now that Israel has demonstrated its superiority over Iran's proxies and conventional weapons--and degraded both in the process--Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei may decide to pursue a bomb in a risky attempt to salvage some measure of national security. He won't have far to go. The program has made major advances since 2018, when the U.S. withdrew from its multilateral nuclear agreement with the regime, which now has enough near-weapons-grade uranium to produce several bombs, according to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). This already gives the country considerable leverage, but "there is a risk Khamenei decides that in this environment, a nuclear threshold won't cut it, and Iran needs nuclear weapons," Eric Brewer, a nonproliferation expert at the Nuclear Threat Initiative, told me.

Although Brewer and other experts I spoke with did not predict that Iran will go nuclear in the near term, they agreed that it is likelier than ever before. If Iran were to acquire nuclear weapons during the metastasizing conflict in the Middle East, it could become the first country to do so while at war since the United States in 1945. But Iran also has many ways to wield its nuclear program that stop short of getting a weapon, injecting further peril into an already volatile new nuclear age.

In recent years, current and former Iranian officials have insisted that the country is either already able to build a nuclear bomb or very close to that point. In the past month, as Iran awaited the retaliation that came on Saturday, its pronouncements got more pointed. Although the regime still denies that it's seeking a weapon, a senior adviser to Khamenei warned that any Israeli strikes on its nuclear sites--which were spared over the weekend--could alter the nation's "nuclear strategic policies." That same week, a group of 39 Iranian lawmakers urged the Supreme National Security Council to eliminate its formal ban on the production of nuclear weapons.

Read: What if Iran already has the bomb?

The latest rhetoric in official circles could be a response to Iran's shifting public discourse. Nicole Grajewski, an expert on Iranian nuclear decision making at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told me that Israel's assassination of the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah last month seems to have piqued Iranian public interest in their country's nuclear program. She's noticed a greater number of Iranian commentators on Telegram discussing Tehran's nuclear capabilities.

Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar, a Texas A&M professor who studies nuclear statecraft and Iranian politics, has also observed this shift in Iranian public and elite sentiment. But he traces it back further, to America's exit from the Iran nuclear deal and then, two years later, its assassination of the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani. When the deal took effect in 2015, Tabaar told me, the regime was responsive to public pressure to limit its nuclear program and improve relations with the United States. Discussing the nuclear-weapons option was, as he put it, "taboo." But in recent weeks, he said, he's seen "a lively debate" on social media about whether or not to pursue a bomb, even among critics of the regime outside the country.

"There is this realization that, yes, the regime and the [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps] are repressive, but we live in this neighborhood and maybe we need to have" nuclear weapons, Tabaar told me before the latest strike.

That decision belongs to Khamenei, but the increased public interest that Tabaar has observed creates an opening for Iranian leaders to advance the country's nuclear program. As Tabaar noted, such decisions are often informed by the views of elites and by the regime's "fear of popular revolt."

Still, neither Grajewski nor Tabaar anticipates that the regime will immediately seek a bomb. Iran could instead use its near-nuclear status to its advantage, including by escalating threats to go nuclear, announcing progress in uranium enrichment, rebuffing international oversight, or exiting the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. In addition, Iran could try to reinforce the other legs of its security--by working with partners such as Russia and North Korea to upgrade its conventional military capabilities, and by bolstering proxy groups such as the Houthis in Yemen while seeking to rebuild Hamas and Hezbollah.

But strengthening these other legs could take years, and Israel appears poised to press its military advantage. That leaves a crucial question for Iran's leaders: Is the country's nuclear-threshold capability enough of a deterrent?

If they decide to cross the threshold and go nuclear, Iranian leaders know that their adversaries will likely detect their efforts and try to intervene, potentially undermining the very security Tehran may be seeking. The latest U.S. estimates indicate that Iran might require only a week or two to enrich uranium to weapons-grade. But concealing such a move from IAEA inspectors without kicking them out of the country would be challenging. And Iran could need more than a year--or at least several months, by some estimates--to convert its uranium into a usable weapon.

Those months constitute "a pretty big window of vulnerability" in which "Israel or the United States could disrupt Iran's work to build a nuclear weapon, including through military action," Brewer explained. So he thinks it's "unlikely" that the supreme leader will wake up one morning and declare, "Damn the torpedoes. All hands on deck. We're going to weapons-grade today."

A more plausible outcome, Brewer and Grajewski believe, is that Iran covertly resumes the research on weaponizing fissile material that it halted in 2003. The goal would be to "shorten the window of vulnerability" between amassing weapons-grade uranium, putting it into a nuclear device, and fashioning a deliverable weapon, Brewer told me. This weaponization work is more difficult (though not impossible) to spot than uranium enrichment, at least at declared facilities still monitored by the IAEA. International inspectors retain access to facilities containing fissile material, but Iran has reduced the frequency of inspections since 2018, when the U.S. exited the nuclear deal. The regime has also ended IAEA monitoring of other sites related to its nuclear program, raising the possibility that it has moved some centrifuges to undeclared facilities. Nevertheless, U.S. officials said this month that they could probably detect any decision to build nuclear weapons soon after Iranian leaders make it.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: The growing incentive to go nuclear

American officials often speak about whether Iran's leaders have "made the decision" to attain nuclear weapons, but Tabaar argued that Tehran's calculations don't work that way. Think of a dimmer, not a light switch: Iran is "making sure all components are there to preserve its option to develop nuclear weapons, gradually more and more." Tabaar added, however, that there are "two very extreme scenarios" in which he could imagine Iranian leaders suddenly making the call to flip the nuclear switch. The first is a "window of opportunity" in which Iran's enemies are distracted by, say, a major conflict elsewhere in the world. The second is "a window of threat" in which Iranian leaders fear that their adversaries are about to unleash a massive bombing campaign that could destroy the country or regime.

Brewer posited one other wild-card scenario: The supreme leader might proceed with weapons-grade enrichment at declared facilities if he assumes that he can achieve it before Israel or the U.S. has a chance to destroy those facilities, thereby establishing some measure of deterrence. "That would be a very, very risky gamble," Brewer said--particularly if Israel learns of Tehran's decision in time to unleash preemptive strikes. Additional enrichment might not ward off an Israeli or American attack anyway. Although 90 percent enrichment is typically considered the level required for weaponization, experts believe that Iran might already be able to use its current stock of 60-percent-enriched uranium to make a bomb. Anything higher wouldn't necessarily establish greater deterrence.

But, as Brewer has noted, history offers several examples of regional crises prompting states to "break out," or race for a bomb. Shortly before the 1967 Six-Day War, Israel reportedly rushed to assemble nuclear devices out of concerns about possible Egyptian strikes on its nuclear facilities. Amid tensions with India over the disputed territory of Kashmir, Pakistan is believed to have begun building nuclear weapons by 1990. That same year, following Iraq's invasion of Kuwait, Saddam Hussein ordered an impractical (and unsuccessful) effort to quickly build a nuclear weapon. "I can give you lots of really good reasons why breaking out would be a terrible decision by the supreme leader," Brewer told me. "I can also give you lots of reasons why the crash nuclear-weapons program in Iraq was a terrible decision. But [the Iraqis] still made it."

I asked my Atlantic Council colleague Danny Citrinowicz, who from 2013 to 2016 led the Israeli military's analysis of Iranian strategy, whether Iran is more likely to become a nuclear-weapons state today than it was at any point in the many years that he's monitored its nuclear program. He didn't hesitate: "Definitely."

Citrinowicz broke down that answer into relative probabilities. He pegged the chances of Iran "storming" to a bomb--by, for example, detonating a nuclear device for demonstration purposes--at 10 percent, the highest he's ever assessed it. Before Hamas's October 7 terrorist attack against Israel, he would have said "close to zero." He assigned a 30 percent probability to the scenario of Iran enriching uranium to weapons-grade, though perhaps only a minimal amount to show off its capabilities.

To my surprise, the scenario he deemed most likely--at 60 percent--was Iran pursuing negotiations on a new nuclear deal with the United States and other world powers. Citrinowicz could envision Kamala Harris and even Donald Trump--perhaps reprising the openness to nuclear diplomacy that he displayed with North Korea, despite his typically hard-line stance on Iran--being amenable to such talks after the U.S. presidential election. A diplomatic agreement would probably inhibit Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, but it could also provide the country with economic relief. As an added benefit, a deal with Washington might serve as a wedge between the United States and Israel, the latter of which would likely oppose the agreement. Israel would be less inclined to strike Iranian nuclear facilities if it couldn't count on U.S. support, or at least it would be less capable of penetrating their heavy fortifications without help from America's arsenal.

Read: The unraveling of Trump's North Korea policy

Still, there are many reasons to be skeptical about the possibility of a new nuclear deal with Iran. Russia and China, both parties to the 2o15 pact, are far more hostile to the United States today than they were then. Khamenei has expressed a general willingness to reengage in negotiations, but he has also instructed his government that the U.S. can't be trusted. And Iran will be much less likely to enter into a comprehensive agreement again now that Washington has already pulled out of one and reimposed sanctions, delivering a shock to Iran's economy. Getting the regime to agree to anything beyond limited concessions on its nuclear program appears implausible.

One way or another, though, Citrinowicz expects 2025 to be "decisive." Without a new agreement, Iranian leaders could start procuring a bomb. Or Israel and the U.S. could take military action to stave them off. And either of those scenarios could trigger the other.

If Iran heads for the bomb, or leverages its threshold status for geopolitical gain, that could encourage other countries, including U.S. partners, to develop their own nuclear programs. "I absolutely do worry that we could live in a world in the future of not necessarily more nuclear-weapons states but more countries that have this capability to build nuclear weapons," Brewer said.

In some ways, Iran has already passed the point of no return. By enriching uranium to 60 percent, Tehran has demonstrated that it probably possesses the technical expertise to further enrich that material to weapons-grade, which requires minimal additional effort. Destroying Iran's physical nuclear infrastructure would be exceedingly difficult. Wiping out Iran's nuclear knowledge base is not possible. Even if Israel or the U.S. takes military action, the threat of a nuclear Iran will almost certainly persist, at least as long as the current regime remains in power.

Should Iran get nuclear weapons, that would likely embolden its regime at home and abroad, elevate the risk of nuclear terrorism, upend deterrence dynamics between Iran and Israel along with the United States, and spur either an extension of the U.S. nuclear umbrella over Arab partners in the Middle East or a nuclear-arms race in the region--among a host of other potential consequences.

But such outcomes are hard to forecast, because so much of what we know about the interplay between nuclear weapons and international affairs is based on the Cold War and post-Cold War periods. We are now in a third nuclear age, in which nuclear and near-nuclear states come in a greater variety of shapes and sizes. Arms-control agreements have unraveled, diplomatic channels between adversaries have vanished, and establishing nuclear deterrence has never been more complicated.

After the advent of nuclear weapons in the 1940s, at least one new country acquired the world's most destructive arms every decade until the 2010s, when the streak ended. Nearly halfway through the 2020s, it seems like we may revert to the historical pattern before this decade is done.
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Hannah Dreier Wins 2024 Michael Kelly Award for <em>New York Times</em> Investigation

Finalists are from the <em>Detroit Free Press</em>,<em> </em>the<em> Daily Beast</em>,<em> </em>and<em> The Washington Post</em>.




Hannah Dreier is the winner of the 21st annual Michael Kelly Award for her series "Alone and Exploited," published by The New York Times in 2023. Dreier's sweeping and groundbreaking investigation into migrant child labor in the United States brought a "new economy of exploitation" to national attention.
 
 In their commendation, the judges describe Dreier's reporting as tenacious and impactful, and note her "sheer doggedness in uncovering this scandal." Dreier is a Pulitzer Prize-winning investigative reporter for the Times, as well as a two-time Michael Kelly Award finalist. She will be awarded a prize of $25,000.
 
 Given annually by The Atlantic, the Michael Kelly Award honors journalists whose work exemplifies "the fearless pursuit and expression of truth," qualities that defined Michael Kelly's own life and career. Kelly was the first journalist killed while covering the Iraq War, in 2003. He served as editor of The Atlantic and National Journal when both magazines were publications of Atlantic Media, chaired by David G. Bradley. Bradley created the award in Kelly's honor.
 
 Journalists from three other news organizations were recognized as finalists, and each will receive a $3,000 award: Georgea Kovanis and Mandi Wright, at the Detroit Free Press, for their intimate portrait of a heroin and fentanyl addict amid the opioid crisis; Philip Obaji Jr., at the Daily Beast, for his reporting on the Wagner Group's shady operations in the Central African Republic; and a team of more than 75 journalists at The Washington Post, for their deep dive into the rise of the AR-15.
 
 Five judges selected the winner and the finalists: Jenisha Watts, a senior editor at The Atlantic; Toby Lester, a senior editor at Harvard Business Review; James Warren, the executive editor of NewsGuard; Ena Alvarado, a writer and former assistant editor at The Atlantic; and Cullen Murphy, the editor at large of The Atlantic.
 
 A list of the past winners and finalists, as well as remembrances of Kelly from friends and colleagues, can be found at www.michaelkellyaward.com.
 
 Press Contact:
 Anna Bross | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Trump Pays the Price for Insulting Puerto Rico

You can't call it a "floating island of garbage" and get away with it. <strong> </strong>

by Xochitl Gonzalez


The musician Bad Bunny is encouraging the Puerto Rican diaspora to vote for Kamala Harris in the 2024 election--something that Puerto Ricans living on the island cannot do. (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Paras Griffin / Getty.)



On Sunday, at a rally at Madison Square Garden, in New York, Donald Trump and his supporters gave their closing argument. It began with offensive, identity-based jokes straight from the '80s; continued with a shout-out to a Black man involving watermelon; and at some point implied that Kamala Harris, the vice president of the United States, was a sex worker. Along the way were sprinklings of anti-Semitic, Islamophobic, and xenophobic comments, including this gem from the Trump adviser Stephen Miller: "America is for Americans and Americans only."

The vitriolic event included some choice lines about Latinos from Tony Hinchcliffe, the comedian chosen by the Trump campaign to kick off the event. Hinchcliffe, who is also a podcaster, began with juvenile sex jokes about Latinos--"They love making babies"--before moving on to describe Puerto Rico as a "floating island of garbage."

As a Nuyorican--what New Yorkers from the Puerto Rican diaspora affectionately call ourselves--I am keenly attuned to any mention of the island and my people. And for most of this campaign, little has been said. So it was a surprise to see that on the same day that Hinchcliffe spoke at Madison Square Garden, Vice President Harris released a video outlining her plan for Puerto Rico and visited a Puerto Rican restaurant on the campaign trail in Philadelphia.

The coincidence was fortuitous, because it offered Puerto Ricans a real-time split screen. Many saw Harris attempting to learn and address the concerns of Puerto Ricans; Trump showed that he was willing to welcome Latinos to his tent only if they were complicit with his racist worldview. The language used at the Trump rally "was so simple, and it just very genuinely showed how they really feel," Paola Ramos, the author of Defectors: The Rise of the Latino Far Right and What It Means for America, told me.

After getting blowback for the "island of garbage" remark, the Trump campaign attempted to distance itself. (As everyone knows, Harris is responsible for everything anyone around her does, but Trump is innocent even of things for which he's been found guilty.) "This joke does not reflect the views of President Trump," a campaign representative said.

As much as the campaign may try to disavow Hinchcliffe's joke, it can't avoid the way that that language merely reinforced the sense of disdain that Puerto Ricans had already experienced from Trump. The insult gave Democrats the perfect opportunity to remind Latino voters--and Puerto Ricans in particular--of something Harris raised in her video: Trump's anemic, and insulting, response to islanders after Hurricane Maria, in 2017.

From the November 2022 issue: Let Puerto Rico be free

Hurricane Harvey had hit Texas a month earlier; there, FEMA had approved $142 million in individual assistance to hurricane victims within nine days. Nine days after Maria, FEMA had approved just $6.2 million for Puerto Ricans. In Texas, there were far more helicopters, meals, water, government personnel. When then-President Trump did finally visit the storm-ravaged island--nearly two weeks after the hurricane had passed--he told residents they were lucky they hadn't endured "a real catastrophe, like Katrina," and, in lieu of more meaningful assistance, threw rolls of paper towels to the crowd at a media event.

This year, Puerto Rican celebrities including Marc Anthony have already been working to remind voters of all of this while campaigning for Harris. After Sunday's rally, Ricky Martin and Jennifer Lopez shared Harris's video and announced that they were voting for her. Lopez will appear with Harris tomorrow.

But none of these endorsements has as much significance as that of the musician Bad Bunny's. His fan base is enormous and young, and includes both men and women. And unlike many stars who avoid bringing politics to their platforms, San Benito, as he's known to his fans, has made politics, and particularly the politics of colonialism, central to his art. He's been active as Puerto Rico has approached its election for governor, also happening on November 5, purchasing billboards arguing that a vote for the ruling party is a vote for corruption. His take has weight.

For months, as megawatt celebrities such as Taylor Swift and Beyonce have thrown their support behind Harris, I've heard people asking where Bad Bunny has been. Why hasn't Bad Bunny been helping Harris? The answer seemed obvious to me: Despite being a U.S. citizen and a global superstar, Bad Bunny can't vote in presidential elections.

Bad Bunny is a resident of Puerto Rico, and disenfranchisement is just one of the many inequities that define islanders' second-class citizenship. But even if Puerto Rican residents can't vote, they can influence the diaspora on the mainland, which can. And that's what Bad Bunny is doing.

After Trump's rally, Bad Bunny shared a segment of Harris's Puerto Rico video with his 45.7 million Instagram followers several times. Specifically, he selected the segment in which Harris says, "There's so much at stake in this election for Puerto Rican voters and for Puerto Rico," and where she reminds people of Trump throwing paper towels to island residents after the hurricane.

Harris's plan for Puerto Rico involves creating what she calls an "opportunity economy" on the island by shoring up the power grid, providing clean-energy credits to islanders, and developing affordable housing, job-creation incentives, and investment in Puerto Rican entrepreneurs and creators, among several other major initiatives. Her plan noticeably evades the big colonial issues, such as repealing the Jones Act--the 100-year-old tariff on produce and goods shipped to the island that costs residents an estimated $692 million a year. Nor does it address taking up the Puerto Rico Self-Determination Act--a bill that Representatives Nydia Velazquez and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez have championed, which would allow islanders to vote on Puerto Rico's status as a commonwealth. However, what Harris's plan does offer are thoughtful solutions to many of the problems that have afflicted the island, especially in recent years, which is more than anyone can say of Trump.

The more that the "floating garbage" line is repeated--on television, on the radio--the more riled up Puerto Ricans are getting. More Puerto Ricans live on the mainland than on the island now. One result of the botched response to Maria has been, ironically, the migration of thousands of islanders--many to swing states such as Pennsylvania, where there are now nearly half a million Puerto Rican residents. Tens of thousands of Puerto Ricans currently reside in Georgia and Arizona as well. The Democratic strategist Jose Parra told The Hill that what happened at Madison Square Garden might make a real difference: "If Pennsylvania swings toward the Democrats, I think you can look back on this as a pivotal moment."

Much has been made of the growing support for Trump among Latinos, and this offense is unlikely to sway any of his true believers. But it may motivate some Latinos who'd planned on sitting the election out. Victor Martinez, who owns a local Spanish-language radio channel in Pennsylvania, told Politico that a large portion of the community there had been on the fence about voting at all. The Trump rally shifted that. "If we weren't engaged before, we're all paying attention now," he said.

Puerto Ricans love their island--even those who have never had the chance to go there. Yes, it has stunning beaches, lush green mountains, the sound of the coqui. But what we love most is the warmth of our culture: the music, the dance, the food, the art, our people. It is a place that calls to us when we're far away and embraces us when we come home. The joke was not just an insult; it was a reminder of the neglect and disrespect the place and its people have faced for decades at the hands of the United States government, and especially during the Trump administration.

Once, when Bad Bunny was asked about his political engagement, he said, "I am not getting involved in politics; politics gets into my life because it affects my country, because it affects Puerto Rico."
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Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula

It's probably leaching chemicals into your cooking oil.

by Zoe Schlanger




For the past several years, I've been telling my friends what I'm going to tell you: Throw out your black plastic spatula. In a world of plastic consumer goods, avoiding the material entirely requires the fervor of a religious conversion. But getting rid of black plastic kitchen utensils is a low-stakes move, and worth it. Cooking with any plastic is a dubious enterprise, because heat encourages potentially harmful plastic compounds to migrate out of the polymers and potentially into the food. But, as Andrew Turner, a biochemist at the University of Plymouth recently told me, black plastic is particularly crucial to avoid.



In 2018, Turner published one of the earliest papers positing that black plastic products were likely regularly being made from recycled electronic waste. The clue was the plastic's concerning levels of flame retardants. In some cases, the mix of chemicals matched the profile of those commonly found in computer and television housing, many of which are treated with flame retardants to prevent them from catching fire.



Because optical sensors in recycling facilities can't detect them, black-colored plastics are largely rejected from domestic-waste streams, resulting in a shortage of black base material for recycled plastic. So the demand for black plastic appears to be met "in no insignificant part" via recycled e-waste, according to Turner's research. TV and computer casings, like the majority of the world's plastic waste, tend to be recycled in informal waste economies with few regulations and end up remolded into consumer products, including ones, such as spatulas and slotted spoons, that come into contact with food.



You simply do not want flame retardants anywhere near your stir-fry. Flame retardants are typically not bound to the polymers to which they are added, making them a particular flight risk: They dislodge easily and make their way into the surrounding environment. And, indeed, another paper from 2018 found that flame retardants in black kitchen utensils readily migrate into hot cooking oil. The health concerns associated with those chemicals are well established: Some flame retardants are endocrine disruptors, which can interfere with the body's hormonal system, and scientific literature suggests that they may be associated with a range of ailments, including thyroid disease, diabetes, and cancer. People with the highest blood levels of PBDEs, a class of flame retardants found in black plastic, had about a 300 percent increase in their risk of dying from cancer compared with people who had the lowest levels, according to a study released this year. In a separate study, published in a peer-reviewed journal this month, researchers from the advocacy group Toxic-Free Future and from Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam found that, out of all of the consumer products they tested, kitchen utensils had some of the highest levels of flame retardants.
 
 Another food product, black plastic sushi trays, had the highest level of flame retardants in the study. Children's toys also ranked high: A single pirate-themed plastic children's necklace was almost 3 percent flame retardant by weight. "When you're using black plastic items, there's going to be a risk that they could be contaminated," Megan Liu, the science and policy manager at Toxic-Free Future and the first author on the study, told me. Those flame retardants migrate into toddlers' saliva and into the dust in our homes and, thus, in the air we breathe. Last year, Toxic-Free Future tested breast milk taken from 50 women in the U.S. and found flame-retardant compounds in each sample.



Many of the flame-retardant compounds that showed up in the tests that Liu and her co-authors conducted should no longer be in the product stream. Brominated flame retardants have mostly been phased out of products in the U.S. and Europe, including from many electronics. In the U.S. and elsewhere, some of the most harmful flame-retardant compounds are now illegal for use in most consumer goods. Massachusetts banned a list of 11 flame retardants in 2021. Starting this year, a New York bill restricts the use of organohalogen flame retardants--one large class of the compounds--in electronic casings, and a similar Washington State ban will go into effect in 2025.



But these compounds keep coming back. The sushi tray tested in Liu's study contained 11,900 parts per million of decaBDE, also called BDE-209, which she described as a "really alarming" level of a chemical that was banned from most U.S. commerce in 2022 and largely phased out of production long before that. Because plastic recycling is a global economy with scant oversight, patchwork legislation may do little to keep these compounds out of the supply chain. "You send your electronic waste abroad, and you just haven't got a clue what happens to it," Turner told me. "I think the assumption is that it gets handled safely and it's disposed of properly. But, you know, it comes back in the form of things that we don't want."



For a consumer, this problem would be simpler to handle if it was clear that only certain black plastic products posed a risk, or that all of them did. But Turner found that products were contaminated with flame retardants at random. Not all of the black plastic he tested in his 2018 study contained the compounds, and in those that did, "the amount of chemicals in the black plastic varied hugely," he said. Some items would have the same chemical profile of what you'd expect from, say, the flame-retardant plastic housing of a television or a cellphone. Other objects would have just a trace of flame retardant, or none at all. Of the more than 200 black plastic products Liu bought at retail stores for her study, hardly any were labeled as being made from recycled materials, she said. Consumers have no way to tell which black plastics might be recycled e-waste and which aren't. "It's just a minefield, really," Turner said.



Putting your black plastic in the recycling bin might seem like the right thing to do, but recycling isn't a solution to the most noxious qualities of plastics. "I personally have been throwing out my black plastic takeout containers," Liu told me, because if they are contaminated, "it's scary to think that those might be reentering other products with the same flame retardants." Until flame retardants and any dubious compounds that arise to replace banned ones are eliminated from the supply chain, reusing black plastic will perpetuate a potential health hazard. In her view, "the onus shouldn't fall on consumers to have to make these daily changes in their lives." Ultimately, federal bans or more ubiquitous state laws that go beyond single-compound phaseouts are the only way to keep flame retardants out of takeout containers and other black plastic intended for use in things such as foodware and toys. Until manufacturers use safer flame-retardant compounds and laws effectively prohibit recycled electronics material from entering consumer products, these chemicals will continue circulating through our kitchens, arising and re-arising like toxic zombies.



But that doesn't mean we need to consume them by way of our kitchen utensils. Replacing a black plastic spatula with a steel or silicone option is an easy way to cut down on at least part of one's daily dose of hormone disruptors. I've also taken this news as a reason to coax myself into carrying a reusable coffee mug more often, if only to avoid the black plastic lids on disposable cups--heat plus plastic equals chemical migration, after all. It's a minefield of random hazards out there, as Turner said. Most of the time we're trying to navigate without a map. But in at least some areas, we can trace a safer path for ourselves.
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When the Pope Dies, the Cardinals Get Catty

In <em>Conclave</em>, Vatican City isn't immune to election-season absurdity.

by Shirley Li




Early in the film Conclave, cardinals from around the world descend upon Vatican City after the death of the pope. Dressed in their scarlet vestments, they head to their guest rooms. A montage shows them rolling their suitcases through cavernous entryways, taking smoking breaks, and checking their iPhones. When they've finished settling in, cigarette butts blanket the marble floors.

These images are striking. Here are ostensibly the most virtuous men in the world not only acting like normal human beings but also littering inside the headquarters of their faith. How revolting! How blasphemous!

And how juicy. Based on Robert Harris's 2016 novel, Conclave, in theaters now, follows the titular process of electing a new pope, a secretive task that the film suggests is mostly a popularity contest full of rumormongering and backstabbing. Caught in the vortex of egos is Cardinal Lawrence (played by a sharp Ralph Fiennes), an Englishman who'd tried to resign recently from his post over his growing doubt about his beliefs, but who was charged by the late pope to lead the conclave anyway. For days, if not weeks, he and his fellow cardinals must vote on who among them should take over the role, and continue voting until they reach a two-thirds majority. Determined to oversee a fair fight, Lawrence plays conciliator and detective as scandals arise, but his ongoing crisis of faith descends into a crisis of confidence.

Read: What The Young Pope preached about love

Conclave is by no means the first project to use Vatican City as a paradoxical backdrop. The 2017 HBO drama The Young Pope (renamed The New Pope in its second season) portrayed worship as an absurd, often surreal exercise, while the 2019 film The Two Popes turned the transfer of papal power into a buddy comedy. But Conclave feels especially timely. The screenwriter Peter Straughan and the director Edward Berger (whose previous movie, All Quiet on the Western Front, landed a Best Picture Oscar nomination) have constructed a propulsive psychological thriller that doubles as a blatant election-year allegory. Despite its heavyweight subject matter, however, the result is remarkably playful; without flattening the importance of the papacy or abandoning the novel's attention to detail, Conclave exposes the sometimes farcical nature of institutional practices by examining the fallibility of those who run them. Even the most righteous among us are simply human, Conclave points out. In some ways, it's comforting to think of the most ancient rituals as merely works in progress.

Consider some of the personalities Lawrence--himself intimidated by what being pope requires--must deal with: There's pompous Cardinal Tremblay (John Lithgow), a Canadian who's practically salivating at the chance to lead the Church; Cardinal Adeyemi (Lucian Msamati), an overconfident Nigerian candidate with a dedicated flock; Cardinal Bellini (Stanley Tucci), a progressive American who says he doesn't want the papacy but bristles at competition; and the Italian Cardinal Tedesco (Sergio Castellitto), who's both bigoted and bigheaded. Conclave offers a stacked cast of scenery-chewing character actors who render routines--say, scribbling one another's names onto pieces of paper to cast votes over and over--both strangely earnest and preposterous. These are adult men tasked with filling a position almost 1.4 billion people care about, but they're also just, well, men.

But much of the fun of Conclave comes from the film's initial appearance as a no-nonsense prestige project. The production team re-created the Sistine Chapel with some tweaks to enhance the tension, including the precise shade of red the cardinals wear. Berger mounts whispered conversations in shadowy hallways, deploys slow-motion sequences backed up by an operatic score, and builds striking tableaus of cardinals warily eyeing one another--elements that are then deliberately paired with hammy, self-aware dialogue. The cardinals follow decorum and have contemplative debates over who deserves the papacy, yet they're most excited when they trade gossip. They gather in cliques to complain about their rivals and accuse one another of various indiscretions. Sister Agnes (Isabella Rossellini), one of the many nuns working behind the scenes to look after the electors, has a monologue revealing a cardinal's sins that drew gasps and applause at the screening I attended. Even Lawrence, the steadiest of the lot, gets caught up in the melodrama. "I feel as if I'm at some American political convention," he laments when he's dragged into yet another sidebar to discuss yet another rumor. He participates anyway, of course; hearsay is hard to resist.

Read: The 15 films you should add to your watchlist this season

Lawrence comes to find the Church's newly vacant position tempting too. In its best moments, Conclave uses its protagonist to explore the genuinely high stakes of the election as well as its sillier diversions. As the conclave continues--and the more votes he receives from his peers--Lawrence starts to reconsider his rejection of the papacy. In a late scene, Bellini observes that every cardinal secretly has a papal name in mind. Lawrence looks torn, as if afraid to admit that truth to himself. Amid the hokier material, his internal conflict raises serious questions about the nature of spiritual devotion: Do Lawrence's personal beliefs matter when collective worship is involved? Would running against Bellini, a friend, mean abandoning his own values? Is progress possible in such a rigid institution?

As with other recent papacy-centric projects, the film leaves these questions unanswered, and never deeply interrogates the Church's biggest ongoing scandals, including allegations of clergy sex abuse. Conclave also adds a few too many contrived twists in its quest for narrative drama, but the movie moves nimbly enough to avoid a collapse into pure fantasy. Its revelations about piety as a facade may resonate best with viewers outside the Vatican, but I suspect that some on the inside would confess to having had the same thoughts.
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Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive

Kids might get hooked on new vapes that display animations with each puff.

by Nicholas Florko




When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.



In the name of journalism, I went to my local smoke shop this week, and sure enough, vapes with screens were ubiquitous. One product on the shelves, a Geek Bar Pulse X, featured a screen that wraps around the device, displaying a constellation of stars when you inhale. Another, the Watermelon Ice Raz vape, displayed a basic animation of moving flames. Vapes with screens first began to hit the market late last year, and only recently have become widely accessible. Online retailers sell vapes with screens that display what appear to be planets, rockets, and cars driving in outer space. The screens are small--just a few inches wide at most--and they are cheap: These products run as little as $25, and can last for several months.



The Watermelon Ice Raz vape that I spotted in the store reminded me of the loading screens on an old Game Boy Color. I could see how adults like me might be enticed by the nostalgia of it all. The problem is that these vapes might also appeal to kids. It's illegal for anyone under 21 to buy a vape, but the gadgets have been popular among teens since they were first popularized by Juul. Although youth vaping rates have dropped in recent years thanks in part to public-service campaigns that have warned kids about the dangers of vaping and nicotine addiction, the inclusion of a screen risks backtracking the progress that has been made. A screen full of animations sends the message that an e-cigarette is "something for fun and games and recreation," Robert Jackler, an expert on tobacco marketing at Stanford University, told me. Just imagine you're in eighth grade and the cool kid in your class has a vape with a screen of moving flames. You're going to want one.



These gadgets are new enough that it's unclear to what degree kids are using them, but they have all the warning signs. Vape companies are notorious for selling products in kid-friendly flavors such as Banana Taffy Freeze and Cherry Bomb, and screen vapes may be the next ploy to hook kids. The vaping industry "will do anything that it takes to bring in novel features to attract new users, and this is just another example of that," Laura Struik, an assistant professor at the University of British Columbia at Okanagan who has studied youth use of e-cigarettes, told me. One of the most popular vape brands among teens, Mr. Fog, has already launched a screen vape.



Screen vapes run the risk of becoming a fad, and fads spread among kids because someone they look up to uses them, Emily Moorlock, a senior lecturer in marketing at Sheffield Hallam University who has written about youth vaping, told me. That was certainly my experience as a kid. I remember begging my parents for a Game Boy because other kids in my elementary school had them. Vaping is similar: When the government asks kids to explain the reason they tried vaping, the top explanation is that a friend does it.



Screens might also make vapes more addictive. Even the simplest visuals, such as retro video games, have been shown to cause the brain to release dopamine, a neurotransmitter responsible for feelings of pleasure and reward. Even the more rudimentary vapes I encountered--those that just play little animations on a loop--could spike dopamine, and thus increase users' desire for these products, three experts told me.



Tony Abboud, the head of the Vapor Technology Association, a lobbying group, described them to me as a technological advancement. Besides the animations, many of these screens tend to display how much battery and vapable nicotine juice is left in the device. Abboud said that public-health groups are trying to brand screen vapes as "the next bad example" of how the industry is marketing to kids, despite youth vaping rates dropping. "Just because a new technology has a new feature doesn't mean that feature was designed to allow the product to be marketed to kids," he said.



Abboud and other vaping defenders have a point that e-cigarettes aren't just an enticement for kids to get addicted to nicotine, but are also a tool to help smokers quit smoking. Vapes can benefit public health because they are safer than cigarettes and as effective, or more effective, than other anti-smoking products on the market. Even flavored vapes--which do attract kids--also can help entice adults to switch out their cigarettes for a vape.



But a screen serves no purpose except for some cheap entertainment. If adult vapers want a signal that their product is low on battery, that could be solved by a little power light, like on a smoke detector. The flames and constellations simply aren't necessary. After years of panic over youth vaping rates, it seems like kids are finally understanding that they shouldn't vape. Why risk messing that up because of a tiny screen?
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An Overlooked Path to a Financial Fresh Start

Bankruptcy could help many Americans forgive their debts--yet few take advantage of it.

by Michael Waters




Alexza, a Midwest native, struggled with credit-card debt for 10 years, working multiple jobs--as a nanny, bartender, and distillery tour guide--just to meet the minimum payments. Collection agencies called her constantly. She stopped answering, but that wasn't enough to escape her financial anxiety. She entered an inpatient therapy program in large part because of the stress, which compounded her debts further. (Alexza requested to be referred to by only her first name in order to speak candidly about her finances.)

She had considered bankruptcy, but she was afraid of what it would say about her. "You kind of feel like a failure," she told me. The cost of filing--in her case, about $1,800 to cover legal fees--was also prohibitive for someone without any savings. But in September 2021, while working at a coffee shop, she decided, "I can't afford to continue to just barely tread water." She borrowed the money from a friend and met with a lawyer. Less than two weeks after she filed, the calls from collection agencies stopped. By January, she had erased nearly $20,000 of medical and credit-card debt.

Read: 'Nobody knows what these bills are for'

Debt has long plagued many Americans like Alexza. Today, people in the U.S. carry more debt than they did a few decades ago. Household debt tripled between 1950 and 2022; as of 2020, 14 percent of Americans had so much debt that it outweighed the value of their assets. In this context, you might expect more people to reach for the kind of financial fresh start that bankruptcy can offer. Yet last year, fewer than 0.2 percent of American adults filed. Of course, not everyone in debt would benefit from bankruptcy--but a lot of people might. At a time when so many Americans are struggling, why aren't more people taking that path to a second chance?

Until the early 19th century, Americans in debt had few mechanisms by which to dig themselves out. But beginning in the 1810s and 1820s, the political scientists Emily Zackin and Chloe N. Thurston write in The Political Development of American Debt Relief, white farmers in the southern and Plains states, who sometimes had to take out loans if their crops failed, began demanding that their political representatives do something to help. Thanks in part to those efforts, legislators began working to create a process by which people could take their creditors to court, with the goal of erasing what they owed; the debtors would be free to start over. (The process was mostly concerned with helping farmers in debt keep their property; it did little for Black sharecroppers, who didn't own any land to begin with.)

The first federal voluntary bankruptcy law was passed in 1841. It was repealed two years later but reintroduced and expanded in 1867. As one senator who supported the 1867 expansion put it, all the law proposed was that anyone should be able to "escape from [their debts] and be again a man." That idea was radical: It turned the U.S. into one of the most debtor-friendly countries on earth. Within three years of the American law's reintroduction, nearly 43,000 debtors had cleared what they owed.

Today, U.S. bankruptcy law looks a lot different. American laws remain more forgiving than those in many other wealthy countries, such as Australia and Austria. But over the past several decades, financial-industry groups in the U.S. have pushed legislators to amend the bankruptcy system in a way that prioritizes creditors over debtors. And with each legal update, "it just gets harder and harder on consumers," Robert H. Scott III, an economics professor at Monmouth University, told me.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, bankruptcy was more common than it is now, and Americans were successfully canceling $4 billion per year in credit-card debt. But then credit-card lobbyists, worried about all of that lost revenue, began promoting the notion that certain debtors were abusing the system and driving up the cost of credit for everyone. ("What Do Bankruptcies Cost American Families?" one of their newspaper ads asked.) They argued that mass bankruptcies hurt the economy. So, however, does failing to help debtors: Debt is one of the greatest drivers of wealth inequality. Plus, many scholars contend that debtor-friendly bankruptcy laws foster entrepreneurship. But the creditor argument won out, and after much pushing, legislators passed the inelegantly named 2005 Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act. Since then, filing has become riskier, more onerous, and more expensive.

To file, debtors owe an up-front fee that can exceed $1,000--a bizarre catch-22 for someone who can't afford to pay their bills. The bankruptcy process can also affect your credit score. Although research on exactly what filing does to a score over time is limited, a bankruptcy can stay on your credit report for up to 10 years, potentially limiting your access to rental housing and bank loans. Depending on where you live and what type of bankruptcy you file for, you might also be more likely to have to give up your home or your car to repay your debts. People filing in some states are more fortunate. In states like Rhode Island, which has a generous $12,000 motor-vehicle exemption, the risk of losing what might be your only way to commute to work is low. Alexza, for instance, was able to keep her old car. Texas and Florida homeowners are also lucky, as their houses are essentially protected from creditors. But people living in places with less generous protections may have to accept bigger losses.

The choice of whether to file gets more complicated when you factor in the different kinds of bankruptcy. While bankruptcy has many permutations, the two most common types for individuals are Chapter 7 and Chapter 13. Chapter 7, which Alexza filed for, erases most eligible debts but also demands that you give up any possessions over a certain value, with a few exceptions. For the poorest Americans, it's a natural choice; 95 percent of people who file for Chapter 7 keep everything they own, and 96 percent have their debts discharged.

Chapter 13, by contrast, is essentially a long-term repayment plan. It comes with one major benefit--you can keep your assets--but it's overall much less forgiving. If you miss payments, your whole case could be dismissed, leaving you solely responsible for paying off all of your debts once again. As Zackin and Thurston write in their history of debt relief, Chapter 13 was created in the 1930s not to protect debtors, but as a way to funnel money back to American business owners who worried that bankruptcies were costing them. One contemporaneous study found that few debtors could keep up with payments; today, only about half of people who file for Chapter 13 ultimately become debt free, and some filers wind up in worse financial shape than when they started the process.

However, the legal system pushes a lot of poor people who don't own much toward Chapter 13. Some of the pressure is structural, as traffic tickets and other court fees, which are disproportionately levied on the poor, can be forgiven only through Chapter 13. But bias in legal representation also plays a role: A study published by the American Bankruptcy Institute Law Review found that when advising debtors with identical financial situations, lawyers were more likely to recommend Chapter 7 to white clients and Chapter 13 to Black ones.

In various other ways, bankruptcy does not serve Americans equally. The typical filer is more likely to be middle income, even though low-income Americans have the most debt relative to their earnings--suggesting that the system may not be reaching them. This may be in part because many of the broadest exemptions are targeted at those who already own significant assets. Many states allow homeowners who file Chapter 7 to keep their house if it's below a certain value, but renters don't necessarily get to save possessions that most likely cost a lot less than a home. Meanwhile, many debts faced by formerly incarcerated people, such as restitution debts and parole fees, cannot be removed during Chapter 7 or Chapter 13. And student loans didn't become easier to discharge in bankruptcy court until 2022.

Read: Biden's cancellation of billions in debt won't solve the larger problem

The inequities don't end there. Even as bankruptcy has failed to reach many of the Americans who need it most, it has morphed into an escape hatch for the wealthy. Chapter 11 was designed specifically for wealthy people and corporations. It lets them pay back creditors over the long term, sometimes in part at a lower interest rate, while their companies operate as usual, in the name of protecting their employees' jobs. Rudy Giuliani, Francis Ford Coppola, and Donald Trump have filed for Chapter 11--in Trump's case, six times. Though the process is expensive and complicated, according to the scholar Melissa Jacoby, it is actually much friendlier than the bankruptcies the rest of us use.

Leaving aside the difficulty of filing, the perhaps more significant barrier to choosing bankruptcy, for many Americans, is the stigma. Some scholars have likened the process to a kind of public penance. During it, a court scrutinizes your finances and choices. And because many people consider debt to be an individual failing, those going through bankruptcy can feel humiliated--even though, in many cases, debt is more properly seen "as a collective misfortune," Daniel Platt, a legal-studies professor at the University of Illinois at Springfield, told me. In the 19th century, members of the debtors' movement understood that their struggles were shared. Glimmers of that mindset emerged after the 2008 financial crisis, when many people drew a direct line between corporate exploitation and individuals' money troubles. But even in the absence of widespread economic catastrophe, when someone declares bankruptcy "there has been a failure," Dalie Jimenez, a law professor at the University of California at Irvine, explained. "A lot of that failure is not on the person but on the system that has no other safety net for you."

Of course, bankruptcy cannot save individuals from that systemic failure. Expunging your debts cannot, for instance, solve the problem of stagnating wages or rising housing costs. But for people like Alexza, it can offer some breathing room. One moment she couldn't see a way out of her debts. Then, before she knew it, they were gone.
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Muslim American Support for Trump Is an Act of Self-Sabotage

<span>A second Trump term would be dramatically worse for our communities than a Harris presidency.</span>

by Hussein Ibish




Over the weekend, a group of Arab American and Muslim American leaders in Michigan appeared onstage at a Donald Trump rally and urged their communities to vote for him. The outreach might be working: A recent poll showed Trump with a narrow lead among Arab American voters.

This is shocking, but hardly surprising. It's shocking because Trump's stated policies--on Palestine, on political freedom, and on the very presence of Muslims in America--are antithetical to so much of what most of these voters believe in. It's unsurprising because we Arab and Muslim Americans have a long tradition of merciless political self-sabotage.

In 2000, angered by the sanctions against and bombing of Iraq, the use of "secret evidence" in deportation proceedings against Arab and Muslim immigrants, and especially the carnage of the Second Intifada, many liberal Arab Americans--myself included--decided not to vote for Al Gore and turned instead to Ralph Nader, himself a prominent Arab American. If the point was to advance Arab political interests, our protest was a pathetic failure. The election of George W. Bush led directly to the catastrophic 2003 invasion of Iraq, a strategic disaster that continues to resonate in the Middle East, and the deaths of hundreds of thousands of Arab civilians.

This time around, the primary grievance is the Biden administration's support of--or, at least, inability to end--Israel's invasion of Gaza and, now, its widening wars in Lebanon and Iran. Once again, the impulse is to express our anger and "punish" the politicians responsible by withholding a vote for them. In an election with only two viable candidates, however, there is no difference between not supporting Kamala Harris and actively supporting Trump. And a quick review of the most important issues on which there's a consensus among Arab and Muslim Americans demonstrates that a second Trump term would be dramatically worse than a Harris presidency.

Read: What would a second Trump administration mean for the Middle East?

Start with Trump's signature issue, immigration. Nothing in Harris's agenda would restrict immigration from Arab or Muslim countries. Trump offers the precise opposite. One of his first acts as president was to institute a "Muslim ban," flatly prohibiting the entry of nationals from a list of seven majority-Muslim countries. President Joe Biden rescinded that executive order; Trump has vowed to reinstate and possibly expand it.

Moreover, Trump's likely attack on Temporary Protected Status, especially for Haitian immigrants, is ominous for a number of Arab and Muslim communities whose members currently qualify, including Afghans, Somalis, Yemenis, Syrians, and Sudanese. With a stroke of Trump's Sharpie, all of them could find themselves stripped of this protection--and included in his promised "bloody" mass deportations. Efforts to extend Temporary Protected Status to Lebanese nationals, entirely plausible under a Harris administration, would be dead in the water under Trump. Defending his decision to endorse Trump, an imam in Michigan declared that the former president "promises peace." He plainly does not. The Washington Post has reported that, according to six sources, Trump recently told Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to "do what you have to do" militarily in Gaza, Lebanon, and Iran. The notion that Trump would prioritize the interests of Arab civilians is simply absurd. This is a man who has repeatedly used the word Palestinian as an epithet against his (in many cases Jewish) Democratic political opponents.

Trump already has a long, instructive, and highly discouraging record on these issues. As president, he moved the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem and issued a statement recognizing Israel's sovereignty in the contested holy city. He recognized Israel's annexation of the Syrian Golan Heights, in direct contravention of the United Nations charter's rule against the acquisition of territory by war. And he slammed shut the Overton window on Palestinian independence and a two-state solution, which had been a matter of bipartisan consensus since the end of the Cold War. His "Peace to Prosperity" plan, released in January 2020, invited Israel to annex 30 percent more of the West Bank. Such a move would leave the remaining Palestinian territory surrounded entirely by Israel, and therefore incapable of meaningful sovereignty. The primary effect of this crude document was to create a permission structure for Republicans to support wide-scale Israeli annexation of the West Bank and dispense with supporting Palestinian independence.

Harris, by contrast, has been categorical in her support of a real two-state solution that would mean the end of the occupation that began in 1967. The vice president has clearly stated that Palestinians and Israelis need to reach a peace agreement that affords them "equal measures of prosperity and freedom." Trump has never spoken of Palestinians and Israelis enjoying equal measures of anything.

David A. Graham: Trump's new racist insult

Trump's anti-Palestinian bias extends to the home front. Arab and Muslim Americans have been emigrating to the United States in large numbers since the late 19th century in search of a better life characterized by liberty and democracy. And yet Trump's whole campaign, and his entire agenda, amounts to an assault on those ideals. He has consistently singled out pro-Palestinian protests on college campuses as part of a "radical revolution" that he has pledged to eliminate. According to The Washington Post, he told a group of Jewish donors in May that he is determined to deport pro-Palestinian students and "set that movement back 25 or 30 years."

Our communities are overwhelmingly aghast at the U.S. government's ongoing support for Israel's military campaigns. I share the sentiment. But channeling that anger into support for Trump would be an exercise in the most rarefied gullibility and naivete. Far from promising peace, Trump threatens war on "the enemy from within." Arab Americans and Muslim Americans, particularly those with pro-Palestinian sentiments, are likely to be high on the list of targets. We need to learn from the lessons of our own history. When we try to punish the politicians who have disappointed us without taking a serious inventory of the likely consequences, we usually just end up hurting ourselves.
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The Worst of Crypto Is Yet to Come

No matter who wins in November, the digital-asset market could be on the brink of a deregulation-fueled bonanza.

by Christopher Beam




Cryptocurrency has been declared dead so many times that its supposed demise is a running joke within the industry. According to the website 99Bitcoins, the obituary of crypto's flagship token has been written at least 477 times since 2010. A round of eulogies occurred last year, after several crypto-trading giants, including FTX, collapsed, and the Securities and Exchange Commission filed a barrage of lawsuits against major blockchain companies. "Crypto is dead in America," said the tech investor Chamath Palihapitiya on the All-In podcast in April 2023. Publications including The Wall Street Journal and The Atlantic wondered if the technology was, once again, kaput.

So we shouldn't be surprised that crypto is back. What's shocking is just how back it is. The total market capitalization of crypto assets this year has been within striking distance of its all-time highs in 2021. The crypto sector has been the biggest political donor in the current election cycle, surpassing even the fossil-fuel industry, with contributions flowing to candidates from both parties. In May, the House of Representatives passed a bill that included many of the policy demands of crypto lobbyists, while the Senate rolled back guidelines by the SEC designed to protect consumers of cryptocurrencies. And both presidential candidates have flirted with crypto enough that, no matter who wins in November, the market could be on the brink of a deregulation-fueled bonanza.

How did crypto bounce back so fast? Part of the answer is pure smashmouth politics: The industry started spending gobs of money--at least $130 million to date--to elbow its way into this year's congressional races. It has also refined its sales pitch. Since the FTX meltdown, the industry has been making efforts to distance itself from the Sam Bankman-Fried school of charm. Gone are the mussed hair and grandiose talk of altruism and saving humanity. In are the MBAs and lawyers, the Ivy Leaguers who know how to speak the language of Washington persuasion. The industry's message now: Make crypto normal. Regulate us, please. All we want is to know the rules of the road. They highlight the most mundane, inoffensive applications of crypto, while condemning the scammers who tarnish the industry's reputation and avoiding mention of the "degens," or degenerate gamblers, who represent much of crypto's actual demand.

Annie Lowrey: When the Bitcoin scammers came for me

But the truth is that the scammers are only getting bolder, finding new creative ways to rip off retail investors. Should the crypto lobby get its way, the new regulatory regime will clear a path not just for the industry's "respectable" wing but also for the wildcatters and criminals. If you thought crypto was a problem before, you should be alarmed. The worst is likely yet to come.

The crypto industry insists that its goal--the reason it's spending ungodly sums of money to sway elections--is to be boring. Nothing to see here. Crypto companies say they merely seek "regulatory clarity."

This phrase is, to be generous, a sleight of hand. Companies don't just want clarity; they want a particular set of rules. Currently, crypto exists in a state of regulatory limbo. The SEC says that most crypto assets are securities, defined as an "investment of money in a common enterprise with a reasonable expectation of profits to be derived from the efforts of others." The paradigmatic case is a share of stock in a publicly traded company. Securities are subject to a lot of rules: You can only trade them through a registered exchange, and issuers have to disclose a bunch of information about the underlying companies. That way, investors can make informed decisions about which securities to buy and which to avoid.

If digital assets are indeed securities--a position that some federal judges have accepted, at least one judge has questioned, and is currently being tested in a number of ongoing enforcement cases--then crypto operations would have to behave like other Wall Street institutions. Companies like Coinbase, for example, would need to separate their brokerage services--that is, helping their customers buy and sell tokens--from their exchange services. (This is one aspect of the SEC's pending lawsuit against Coinbase.) Plus, crypto operations could no longer launch overnight--not legally, at least. They'd have to register with the SEC and issue thorough disclosure documents before allowing the public to invest, a burdensome and costly process that would weed out a huge share of dodgy crypto schemes with no sound business model.

The main plank of crypto's bid for normalcy is that tokens should be considered commodities, not securities. What could be more boring than a commodity? Wheat, orange juice, coffee beans, livestock: Commodities are interchangeable, and you can trade them with other people directly. The crypto lobby says tokens are clearly commodities, since they're fungible like bags of corn and do more than just go up and down in price. For example, users can spend tokens as "gas" to interact with a blockchain or participate in the governance and upkeep of the blockchain; they don't merely rely on "the efforts of others." (The SEC agrees that bitcoin is a commodity, since unlike almost every other crypto asset it has no central issuer.)

Classifying cryptocurrencies as commodities would bring them under the purview of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, rather than the SEC. The CFTC has been friendlier to crypto, going so far as to advocate for controversial deregulatory measures pushed by FTX. It's also much smaller, with roughly one-sixth the budget and staff. With the CFTC in charge, the SEC's long list of pending cases would disappear, and we'd probably see a lot fewer prosecutions of crypto companies.

Consumer advocates argue that exempting crypto from securities laws would make it easier for Americans to buy risky digital assets: Not only would exchanges like Coinbase and Kraken be likely to offer fringier coins--they'd be harmless commodities, after all--institutional investors like pension funds might see the new rules as a stamp of approval to dive into crypto. Hilary J. Allen, a law professor at American University who studies financial regulation, told me that designating cryptocurrencies as commodities would create a loophole that non-crypto companies could exploit. "Slap a blockchain on it," she said, "and you too can be free from securities regulation." Dennis Kelleher, the CEO of the nonprofit Better Markets, told me the real reason the crypto industry doesn't want tokens to be classified as securities is that disclosure rules would expose them as financially dangerous. "If you had to fully and truthfully disclose the risks associated with crypto, the people who would engage in crypto would be near none," he said.

The industry deflects such arguments by downplaying its chaotic history and focusing on its more mundane use cases: stablecoins, for example, which are designed to maintain a fixed value and can be used for instantaneous peer-to-peer transactions, particularly cross-border remittances, and as a hedge against inflation. (Argentina has seen growing adoption lately.) Or, even more boring, "decentralized physical infrastructure networks," or DePIN, which employ blockchain technology to reward users for providing public resources such as data storage or Wi-Fi.

But the rules the industry is pushing would also juice some of crypto's most degenerate schemes. The breakout hits of 2024 are fundamentally just new ways to gamble. Polymarket, the platform where wagers are made exclusively with crypto, has taken off this year thanks to interest in betting on the election. "Tap-to-earn" games such as Hamster Kombat have surged in popularity, luring users with rewards in the form of tokens. The apotheosis of speculative crypto insanity, though, is the website Pump.fun. On Pump.fun, anyone can create a memecoin instantly--all you need to do is select a name and an image--and the site creates a market where people can buy and sell it. One recent top token was named after the internet-famous baby hippo Moo Deng. Inevitably, creators are going to absurd lengths to promote their tokens: One guy posted a photo of himself apparently using meth. Another suffered burns after shooting fireworks at himself during a livestream.

The industry doesn't foreground these casino-like use cases, but it implicitly blesses them. Speculation is normal, advocates say. In fact, it's what drives innovation in the first place. "Speculation, taking risks--that's what fuels the economy," Kristin Smith, CEO of the Blockchain Association, told me. Sheila Warren, CEO of the Crypto Council for Innovation, says that allowing people to buy and sell tokens isn't about whether crypto is good or bad. "I don't necessarily know that it's net positive or negative," she told me. "I think it's about the ability of people to determine what they want to do with their own money."

The biggest degen of all is on the ballot. Donald Trump clearly has no idea what a blockchain is, but he understands that it's related to money, which seems to be enough. He has declared himself "the crypto president." In July, speaking at a bitcoin conference in Nashville, he pledged to make the United States "the crypto capital of the planet" and called crypto "the steel industry of a hundred years ago." In September, he stopped by a bitcoin-themed bar in New York City and spent $950 worth of bitcoin on a round of burgers and Diet Cokes. Trump has also announced his involvement in a new crypto platform called World Liberty Financial. While the details of the project are hazy, it would apparently offer a stablecoin. (The project's launch last week saw low demand and extended outages.)

Read: The Trump sons really love crypto

The industry is salivating at the prospect of a Trump win. Trump has said he would fire SEC Chairman Gary Gensler, create a "strategic national bitcoin stockpile," and free the American cybercriminal and crypto hero Ross Ulbricht from prison. Any Trump-affiliated crypto project, such as World Liberty Financial, would operate in a legal gray area unless Congress passed the new regulatory regime the industry is asking for. In other words, he has skin in the game. "It's clear Trump would be very positive for crypto," Smith, the Blockchain Association CEO, said.

How a Kamala Harris administration would regulate the technology is less clear, but her recent statements have given crypto fans hope. In September, she promised to help grow "innovative technologies" including "digital assets." Then she announced that she would support regulations that enable "Black men who hold digital assets to benefit from financial innovation" while keeping those investors "protected"--a strange and careful framing that implicitly acknowledged how many Black men have lost money on crypto. These comments could just be campaign rhetoric meant to fend off attacks by the crypto lobby. But they show that Harris is listening to the industry's arguments, particularly those couched in the language of opportunity and equity. Harris is, if nothing else, sensitive to the direction of political winds. If a newly crypto-friendly Congress were to pass the industry's desired legislation in a bipartisan way, a President Harris might feel great pressure to sign it.

And even if Trump and Harris do nothing to help crypto, the technology has by now proved its indestructibility. As if to drive home the point, 99Bitcoin's obituary tracker seems to have dropped off this year. The last entry is from April. I messaged the site's owner to ask if he was still updating it. He didn't respond.
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Why Kamala Harris Is Targeting Deep-Red Counties

"Countrypolitan" areas around Charlotte and Raleigh are where North Carolina will be won--and lost.

by David A. Graham


Gaston County Democratic Party volunteers canvass door-to-door in Gastonia, North Carolina. (Mike Belleme for The Atlantic)



Gaston County, North Carolina, is not an obvious place to look for Democrats. Just a few miles east is Charlotte, one of the state's Democratic strongholds, but suburban Gaston hasn't voted for a Democratic presidential candidate since 1976, when the South threw its weight behind Jimmy Carter. In recent years, the high-water mark is Barack Obama's 37 percent vote share in his first election. In 2020, it was one of President Donald Trump's last campaign stops as he worked to juice turnout. Gastonia, the county seat, has a Republican mayor, a majority-GOP city council, and a statue of the Ten Commandments outside city hall.

And yet, on a Friday morning this month, a few dozen supporters and volunteers were gathered outside a Democratic field office in Gastonia, dancing to Aretha Franklin and revved up to hear from Harry Dunn and Aquilino Gonell, two former officers who defended the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, and Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear. The setting wasn't dazzling--like many campaign offices, it's in a dingy old building available for a short-term lease--but it's one of 29 field offices for Kamala Harris's campaign across the state, and its existence is a sign of a new Democratic strategy: the idea that by pouring energy into red counties, they can turn out a previously untapped vein of Democratic voters, and win the Old North State for the first time in 16 years.

Read: The surreal experience of being a Republican at the DNC

This requires a certain amount of optimism. Being a Democrat in Gaston County is "tough," county party chair David Wilson Brown told me. He'd know: He ran two quixotic campaigns for U.S. House in the area. "We were thrilled when we found out that they wanted to base here," he said of the national and state parties. "I'm thrilled that they're paying attention here."

North Carolina is sometimes discussed as a state split along urban (Democratic) and rural (Republican) lines, but that's too crude a division. Places like Gaston represent a crucial third category. Mac McCorkle, a professor at Duke's Sanford School of Public Policy and a Democratic strategist unaffiliated with the Harris campaign, has identified 28 counties that he calls "countrypolitan," borrowing a term from 1970s country music. (I teach journalism as an adjunct at Duke.) Sometimes called exurban, these places are technically defined as metropolitan, but their heritage is rural. "People have memories and nostalgia. They still want to think they're in a small town," McCorkle told me. "That's why they don't live in Charlotte. They want the values to be that way."


Volunteers making calls at the Gaston County Democratic Party headquarters, in Gastonia (Mike Belleme for The Atlantic)



In the 2020 election, Joe Biden won North Carolina's 10 biggest counties decisively, while Trump won rural counties easily. But Trump's victory in the state--by 1.34 percent, or fewer than 75,000 votes--was decided in the countrypolitan counties, where he captured 63 percent of the vote. Democrats have no hope of winning these counties, but they need to lose them by less to take the state overall. It's here, not in rural areas, where North Carolina will be won and lost.

For years, Democrats in North Carolina and elsewhere have tried to win by running up the score in cities. That strategy helped deliver Georgia to Biden in 2020, but it has limits. Even when it works--and it has sputtered in Charlotte, as Politico's Michael Kruse writes--it offers a single, narrow path to victory. It also all but relinquishes many more local races, helping Republicans win a supermajority in the state legislature, despite a Democratic governor. "The idea that we can keep squeezing more and more votes out of Raleigh and Charlotte--I wanted to squeeze the turnip as much as you can, but I'm just worried that that doesn't get" enough votes, McCorkle told me.

So why now? Countrypolitan counties aren't what they used to be. North Carolina's population is becoming more racially diverse, and about half of the adult population was born out of state. Many of those newcomers have landed in places like Gaston, Cabarrus, and Union Counties, all countrypolitan counties outside Charlotte. Movement within the state is important too. As cities like Charlotte grow and sprawl outward, younger, more liberal people are moving with them.

(One telltale sign of young liberals' arrival: luxury loft apartments in a refurbished Gastonia textile mill, the site of labor strife in 1929 that led to the deaths of a labor organizer and the local police chief. Perhaps the only thing the mill's old and new denizens share is a likelihood of voting Democratic.)

Four years ago, I wrote about Union County and its county seat, Monroe, hometown of the late Senator Jesse Helms. The epicenter of change in Union County might be East Frank Superette, a hipster deli and bottle shop I visited at the time. More recently, the restaurant has been embroiled in a legal fight stemming from drag shows it hosted. Speaking on the way to an Obama rally for Harris last week, Carley Englander, one of East Frank's owners, attributed that to cultural backlash.

"We created a place that people were able to come and just see that it's not just white, cis humans living in this town," Englander told me. "It was a party at the store when Harris stepped up to run. When Biden won, when Trump got indicted, when all these things happened, all of a sudden people gather at the store and they kind of party, because they're in a safe place where they can celebrate something that they're happy about."

Back in 2020, the process of change was already apparent, and walking through downtown Monroe this month, I saw signs that it had accelerated. I passed a cat cafe, an upscale head shop, and a hip coffee shop--exposed brick, subway tile, Kendrick Lamar-themed artwork--that had all opened in the past year and a half. But nearly as soon as I passed the Monroe city limits, the landscape changed to small farms, many with Trump yard signs.

Not everyone who is moving to these counties is liberal, though. North Carolina has also attracted people from northern states drawn by economic opportunities, better weather, lower taxes, and, yes, a more conservative lifestyle. They don't want to live in rural areas, but they're also not interested in living in deep-blue cities, so they land in countrypolitan counties. They fit in with existing residents who are neither wealthy country-club Republicans nor, for the most part, evangelicals, but who are conservatives.

Even so, some of these more conservative voters--generally white, college-educated, and better off--could swing Democrat, or at least that's what the Democrats hope. In every election since Trump's victory in 2016, Democrats have made gains among traditionally Republican residents of suburbs--sometimes offsetting the GOP's advances among working-class voters. Now the Harris campaign is making a push for them too or, failing that, hoping they stay home and don't vote for Trump.

"There are a wide range of voters in North Carolina who maybe aren't dyed-in-the-wool liberals but do not want--and in many cases reject--the kind of extreme politics Donald Trump represents," Dan Kanninen, Harris's battleground-state director, told me.

The Republican primary fueled Democratic hopes of winning these voters. Although Trump won the nomination, Nikki Haley won a substantial portion of the vote in presidential primaries, even after dropping out of the race. In North Carolina, she won nearly a quarter of the GOP primary vote, including 25.2 percent in Union County, 24.1 percent in Cabarrus County, and 21.1 percent in Gaston County. If only a small portion of North Carolina Haley voters defect to Harris, it could swing the race.


A polling place in downtown Gastonia (Mike Belleme for The Atlantic)



Michael Tucker, who lives in Gastonia, is at the top of that list. A former member of the county GOP board in Charlotte's Mecklenburg County, he moved farther out seeking affordable housing. His politics have moved too. He'd supported Trump in the past but backed Haley in the 2024 primary. Now he's a leader of Republicans for Harris.

Read: Trump's fate rests on countrypolitan counties

"Seeing his treatment of Nikki Haley, the treatment of those of us who voted for Nikki Haley, it really just sends a resounding You are not welcome in the Republican Party," he told me. "There's a lot of Republican women who are appalled by the felonies, by the adultery, by the misogyny, by his lack of compassion towards women and women's issues," he said, adding that "soccer dads" were edging away from Trump for the same reasons.

Some polls suggest a wider pattern of what Tucker has seen up close. A national survey released earlier this month by the Democratic firm Blueprint found that only 45 percent of Haley voters were committed to backing Trump, while 36 percent backed Harris.

Potential voters are not the same as actual voters, though, which is why Andy Beshear was in town to encourage canvassers to knock on doors. Brown, the Gaston County Democratic Party chair, told me he hoped Democrats might be able to hit 41 or 42 percent of the vote there this year, which would be the highest level since Jimmy Carter in 1980. If Harris can do that, she'll probably be inaugurated on January 20, but it won't be easy. A few days after I visited, a Harris sign outside the field office was ripped down--for the second time. Gaston County is still a tough place to be a Democrat.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/countrypolitan-counties-north-carolina/680440/?utm_source=feed
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What <em>Election Integrity</em> Really Means

Election deniers have co-opted the term to undermine trust in the voting process.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

The phrase election integrity sounds noble on its face. But in recent years, election deniers have used it to lay the groundwork for challenging the results of the 2024 election.

A few months after Donald Trump took office in 2017, he signed an executive order establishing the "Presidential Advisory Commission on Election Integrity." The Brennan Center for Justice wrote at the time that "there is strong reason to suspect this Commission is not a legitimate attempt to study elections, but is rather a tool for justifying discredited claims of widespread voter fraud and promoting vote suppression legislation." That proved prescient. Although there is no evidence of widespread fraud in the 2016 or 2020 elections--or in any other recent elections, for that matter--Trump and his allies have fomented the narrative that such interference is a real problem in America, employing it in the illegal attempt to overturn the 2020 election and their reported plans to claim that the 2024 race is rigged.

As part of this strategy, right-wing activists and lawyers have organized initiatives under the auspices of election integrity, warping the meaning of those words to sow distrust. Through her Election Integrity Network, the right-wing activist Cleta Mitchell has been recruiting people--including election deniers who will likely continue to promote disinformation and conspiracy theories--to become poll workers and monitors, in an effort that was reportedly coordinated with members of the Republican National Committee. Poll watching in itself is a timeworn American practice, although it has been misused in the past; now, however, election-denial groups are sending participants to polling places under the presumption that fraud is taking place.

More recently, Elon Musk--in addition to his own brazen efforts to get Trump reelected--has invited X users to report activity they see as suspicious through an "Election Integrity Community" feed, an effort almost certain to trigger a flood of misinformation on the platform. In Texas, Attorney General Ken Paxton's Election Integrity Unit has gone to great lengths to seek evidence of fraud; in one case, nine armed officers reportedly appeared with a search warrant at the door of a woman who had been working with a Latino civil-rights organization to help veterans and seniors register to vote.

The RNC, especially under the influence of its co-chair Lara Trump, has taken up "election integrity" as an explicit priority: As she said at a GOP event over the summer, "we are pulling out all the stops, and we are so laser-focused on election integrity." Her team created an election-integrity program earlier this year and hired Christina Bobb, who was later indicted for efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election in Arizona (she has denied wrongdoing), as its lead election-integrity lawyer. As The New Yorker reported earlier this month, the RNC plans to staff a "war room" with attorneys operating an "election-integrity hotline" on Election Day. Such initiatives have helped inject doubt into a legitimate process. Despite the clear lack of evidence to suggest fraud is likely in this election, nearly 60 percent of Americans already say they're concerned or very concerned about it, according to a recent NPR/PBS News/Marist poll; 88 percent of Trump supporters said they were concerned about fraud (compared with about 30 percent of Kamala Harris supporters).

The "consistent, disciplined, repetitive use" of the term election integrity in this new context is "designed to confuse the public," Alice Clapman, a senior counsel in the Brennan Center's Voting Rights Program, told me. A sad irony, she added, is that those who use this framing have done so to push for restrictions that actually suppress voting, including strict voter-ID laws and limitations on early ballots, or to threaten the existence of initiatives to ensure fair voting. Many of the same activists promoting "election integrity," including Cleta Mitchell, organized a misinformation campaign to undermine a bipartisan state-led initiative called the Electronic Registration Information Center, which was created in 2012 to ensure that voter rolls were accurate. Multiple states eventually left the compact.

The term election integrity isn't entirely new--Google Trends data suggest that its usage has bubbled up around election years in recent decades. But its prominence has exploded since 2020, and the strong associations with election denial in recent years means that other groups have backed away from it. "Like so much charged language in American politics, when one side really seizes on a term and uses it in a loaded way," it becomes "a partisan term," Clapman told me. Now groups unaffiliated with the right are turning to more neutral language such as voter protection and voter security to refer to their efforts to ensure free elections.

Election deniers are chipping away at Americans' shared understanding of reality. And as my colleague Ali Breland wrote yesterday, violent rhetoric and even political violence in connection with the election have already begun. This month so far, a man has punched a poll worker after being asked to remove his MAGA hat, and hundreds of ballots have been destroyed in fires on the West Coast. Election officials are bracing for targeted attacks in the coming days--and some have already received threats. If Trump loses, the right will be poised--under the guise of "election integrity"--to interfere further with the norms of American democracy.

Related:

	The swing states are in good hands.
 	The next "Stop the Steal" movement is here.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Vann R. Newkirk II on solidarity and Gaza
 	The closing case against Trump
 	How the Trump resistance gave up




Today's News

	Steve Bannon, a former Trump adviser, was released from federal prison after completing his four-month sentence for being found in contempt of Congress.
 	Vice President Kamala Harris's speech tonight--which she says will be her campaign's closing argument--will be delivered from the Ellipse in Washington, D.C., the same location where Trump spoke on January 6, 2021.
 	Israel's Parliament passed two laws yesterday that include provisions banning UNRWA, a UN relief agency for Palestinian refugees, from operating in the country. Israel has accused several members of UNRWA, which distributes the majority of aid in Gaza, of participating in the Hamas attack on October 7.




More From The Atlantic

	The end of Francis Fukuyama
 	"Dear James": My colleague repeats herself constantly.
 	Revenge voting is a mistake, Gal Beckerman argues.
 	The people who don't read political news
 	Under the spell of the crowd


Evening Read


Michael Laughlin / AP



The Worst Statue in the History of Sports

By Ross Andersen

Earlier this year, the Lakers unveiled a Kobe Bryant statue with oddly stretched proportions and a too-angular face. It made Bryant look like a second-rate Terminator villain, and to add insult to injury, the inscription at its base was marred by misspellings. In 2017, fans of Cristiano Ronaldo were so aghast at a sculptor's cartoonish bust of the legendary footballer that they hounded him into making a new one.
 It gives me no pleasure--and, in fact, considerable pain--to report that Dwyane Wade's statue may be the worst of them all.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Matthieu Rondel / AFP / Getty



Check out. These photos show an urban opera featuring three massive robotic puppets of mythological creatures, which performed in several locations around Toulouse, France.

Read. Lowry Pressly's new book, The Right to Oblivion, argues that privacy is the key to a meaningful existence, John Kaag writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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        'The Iranian Period Is Finished'
        Robert F. Worth

        At the end of September, when Israel's campaign to destroy Hezbollah was reaching its height, I met one of the group's supporters in a seaside cafe in western Beirut. He was a middle-aged man with a thin white beard and the spent look of someone who had not slept for days. He was an academic of sorts, not a fighter, but his ties to Hezbollah were deep and long-standing."We're in a big battle, like never before," he said as soon as he sat down. "Hezbollah has not faced what Israel is now waging, n...

      

      
        America's Class Politics Have Turned Upside Down
        Roge Karma

        This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.A simple and intuitive view of democratic politics holds that political parties exist to advance the material self-interest of the coalitions that support them. If this were true, then as the Democrats became the party of high-earning college graduates, they would have abandoned economic policies that would threaten those voters' pocketbooks. A version of this essential...

      

      
        What Orwell Didn't Anticipate
        Megan Garber

        1984 ends not with a bang, but with a grammar lesson. Readers of George Orwell's novel--still reeling, likely, from the brutal dystopia they've spent the previous 300-odd pages living in--are subjected to a lengthy explanation of Newspeak, the novel's uncanny form of English. The appendix explains the language that has been created to curtail independent thought: the culled vocabulary; the sterilized syntax; the regime's hope that, before long, all the vestiges of Oldspeak--English in its familiar f...

      

      
        The Democratic Theory of Winning With Less
        Ronald Brownstein

        For years, the dominant belief in both parties has been that Democrats need to run up a big lead in the national presidential popular vote to win an Electoral College majority. But in the dead-heat election of 2024, that may no longer be true. The distinctive dynamics of the 2024 campaign could allow Kamala Harris to eke out an Electoral College win even if Donald Trump runs better in the national popular vote this time than during his previous two campaigns.The belief that Democrats need a big p...

      

      
        A Surprising Window Into the Growing Pains of Older Adults
        Hannah Giorgis

        For more than 25 years, some of reality TV's most memorable--and villainous--contenders have declared that they're "not here to make friends." But on The Golden Bachelorette, the second Bachelor-franchise installment focused on a romantic lead older than 60, friendship isn't a fruitless distraction from the main event. The new series follows the 61-year-old widow Joan Vassos and an eclectic group of men hoping to win her over--some of whom have also lost their spouse. In a pleasant break from standa...

      

      
        The Giant Asterisk on Election Betting
        Lila Shroff

        On Election Night, millions of Americans will watch anxiously as the ballot counts stream in. Most will be worried about the political future of their country. Some will also have money on the line.Over the past several months, election betting has gone mainstream. On Polymarket, perhaps the most popular political-betting site, people have wagered more than $200 million on the outcome of the U.S. presidential election. The election forecaster Nate Silver recently joined the company as an adviser,...

      

      
        Democrats Are Treating a Big Win as a Liability
        Patrick George

        Representative Elissa Slotkin, a Michigan Democrat in a tight race for a Senate seat, has been on the defensive about a manufacturing renaissance happening in her own backyard.Thanks to incentives that President Joe Biden's administration has championed in the Inflation Reduction Act and other legislation, Michigan alone could see 50,000 or more new jobs by 2030 brought on by the boom in electric vehicles. And yet, in a new ad, Slotkin all but disavows EVs, telling voters, "I live on a dirt road,...

      

      
        Is Journalism Ready for a Second Trump Administration?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsOn the campaign trail, Donald Trump has been very clear about the shape of his revenge against the mainstream media. He's mused, a few times, about throwing reporters in jail if they refuse to leak their sources. He's talked about taking away broadcast licenses of networks he's deemed unfriendly. He's made it clear that he will notice if any member of the press gets too free with their critiques and do his best to get in ...

      

      
        Eight Nonfiction Books That Will Frighten You
        Sarah Weinman

        A decade ago, the inaugural season of Serial debuted. The podcast, about the 1999 murder of Hae Min Lee and questions surrounding the arrest and conviction of her former boyfriend, Adnan Syed, drew upon the alchemy of suspenseful storytelling and a taste for the lurid that has enticed Americans for centuries. Serial's massive popularity, and its week-by-week format, overhauled how the genre was received: Audiences were no longer content with merely consuming the story. They wanted to be active pa...

      

      
        Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula
        Zoe Schlanger

        For the past several years, I've been telling my friends what I'm going to tell you: Throw out your black plastic spatula. In a world of plastic consumer goods, avoiding the material entirely requires the fervor of a religious conversion. But getting rid of black plastic kitchen utensils is a low-stakes move, and worth it. Cooking with any plastic is a dubious enterprise, because heat encourages potentially harmful plastic compounds to migrate out of the polymers and potentially into the food. Bu...

      

      
        Why You Might Need an Adventure
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Almost everyone knows the first line of Herman Melville's 1851 masterpiece Moby-Dick: "Call me Ishmael." Fewer people may remember what comes next--which might just be some of the best advice ever given to chase away a bit of depression:
Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffi...

      

      
        This Is What $44 Billion Buys You
        Charlie Warzel

        Elon Musk didn't just get a social network--he got a political weapon.It's easy to forget that Elon Musk's purchase of Twitter was so rash and ill-advised that the centibillionaire actually tried to back out of it. Only after he was sued and forced into legal discovery did Musk go through with the acquisition, which has been a financial disaster. He's alienated advertisers and turned the app, now called X, into his personal playground, where he's the perpetual main character. And for what?Only Mus...

      

      
        How Trump Is Baiting Harris
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.This is the time for closing arguments from Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. But Trump's closing argument is not a closing argument at all: It's an invitation. He and his campaign are acting in hopes of provoking Harris, pushing her to muddle her final message.The statements and sentiments on display fro...

      

      
        Photos: The Spirit of Halloween 2024
        Alan Taylor

        Over the past several weeks, people around the world have been celebrating the season of Halloween--dressing up, taking part in parades and festivals, hosting parties, and braving trips through haunted houses (and at least one haunted car wash). Collected below are photos that capture some of these scary (and fun) pre-Halloween festivities in Wales, Japan, India, Romania, Spain, Ireland, Thailand, the United States, and elsewhere.To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are pu...

      

      
        Trump Pays the Price for Insulting Puerto Rico
        Xochitl Gonzalez

        On Sunday, at a rally at Madison Square Garden, in New York, Donald Trump and his supporters gave their closing argument. It began with offensive, identity-based jokes straight from the '80s; continued with a shout-out to a Black man involving watermelon; and at some point implied that Kamala Harris, the vice president of the United States, was a sex worker. Along the way were sprinklings of anti-Semitic, Islamophobic, and xenophobic comments, including this gem from the Trump adviser Stephen Mil...

      

      
        How to Prevent the Worst From Happening
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Many Republicans would say that it is one thing, and quite an awful thing, to withhold a vote from Donald Trump--but that voting for Kamala Harris, a "San Francisco Democrat," is nothing short of a betrayal, an act of apostasy, impossible for any true conservative to justify.They're wrong, though in one respect it's understandable why they're wrong. Harris is hardly an avatar of conservatism. She is, after all...

      

      
        Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive
        Nicholas Florko

        When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.In the name of journalism, I went...

      

      
        An Overlooked Path to a Financial Fresh Start
        Michael Waters

        Alexza, a Midwest native, struggled with credit-card debt for 10 years, working multiple jobs--as a nanny, bartender, and distillery tour guide--just to meet the minimum payments. Collection agencies called her constantly. She stopped answering, but that wasn't enough to escape her financial anxiety. She entered an inpatient therapy program in large part because of the stress, which compounded her debts further. (Alexza requested to be referred to by only her first name in order to speak candidly a...

      

      
        My Colleague Repeats Herself Constantly
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles a reader's existential worry. He wants to hear about what's ailing, torturing, or nagging you. Submit your lifelong or in-the-moment problems to dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox. Dear James,I find myself growing irritable at one thing in my life, and one thing alone.I work with an older woman who repeats herself constantly. She has the same three jokes and says them daily, a...

      

      
        Big Candy Bars Have No Place on Halloween
        Ian Bogost

        Full-size candy bars are the holy grail of Halloween. For many trick-or-treaters, they are seen as the ultimate bounty--a proper, grown-up Snickers or Milky Way with which to mock less-fortunate peers before engorgement. For those giving out the candy, they offer a not-so-subtle way to outdo the neighbors--Halloween as potlatch. The house with the full-size bars is the best house on the block.Though tempting, the practice is wrong-headed. Giving out full-size candy bars misses the point of Hallowee...

      

      
        Why Are Baseball Players Always Eating?
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The World Series is the most important thing that can happen to a baseball player, and it is happening now to a bunch of them. You may have noticed that many have been conspicuously chewing things the entire time, including Yankees left fielder Alex Verdugo, who was blowing a bubble while misplaying a ball in the very first inning of Game 1.The constant chewing is one of the weird things about baseball. Casual viewers respond to it by saying, "That's weird." Baseball fans respond to it by saying,...

      

      
        The Year My Father Died
        Katie Peterson

        (for Jan) 

The mind is a prison, portcullis-
hidden, surrounded by a moat. Rituals
inside designed for correction.
The dangerous belong in the dungeon. The year
my father died, I went to the mind.

The year after, I went about my business.
My marriage existed. We painted
the house, raised the child inside it, changed
the path of the rose trellis
to avoid the lemon tree. Survived.

For the rest of my life, I travelled
across the earth. I brought to the mountain
what belonged to the mountain.
I th...

      

      
        How Israel Could Be Changing Iran's Nuclear Calculus
        Uri Friedman

        The latest salvo in the decades-long conflict between Iran and Israel lit up the predawn sky over Tehran on Saturday. Israeli aircraft encountered little resistance as they struck military targets in retaliation for an Iranian attack earlier this month. Although Iran appeared to downplay its impact, the strike was Israel's largest ever against the Islamic Republic. It raised not only the specter of full-scale war but also a prospect that experts told me has become much more conceivable in recent ...

      

      
        Hannah Dreier Wins 2024 Michael Kelly Award for <em>New York Times</em> Investigation
        The Atlantic

        Hannah Dreier is the winner of the 21st annual Michael Kelly Award for her series "Alone and Exploited," published by The New York Times in 2023. Dreier's sweeping and groundbreaking investigation into migrant child labor in the United States brought a "new economy of exploitation" to national attention.

In their commendation, the judges describe Dreier's reporting as tenacious and impactful, and note her "sheer doggedness in uncovering this scandal." Dreier is a Pulitzer Prize-winning investiga...
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'The Iranian Period Is Finished'

Hezbollah's losses have led some in Lebanon to imagine a future without it.

by Robert F. Worth




At the end of September, when Israel's campaign to destroy Hezbollah was reaching its height, I met one of the group's supporters in a seaside cafe in western Beirut. He was a middle-aged man with a thin white beard and the spent look of someone who had not slept for days. He was an academic of sorts, not a fighter, but his ties to Hezbollah were deep and long-standing.

"We're in a big battle, like never before," he said as soon as he sat down. "Hezbollah has not faced what Israel is now waging, not in 1982, not in 2006. It is a total war."

He talked quickly, anxiously. Only a few days earlier, Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah, had been killed in a bombardment of the group's south-Beirut stronghold, and my companion--he asked that I not name him, because he is not authorized to speak on the group's behalf--made clear that he was still in a state of shock and grief. Israeli bombs were destroying houses and rocket-launch sites across southern Lebanon, in the Bekaa valley, and in Beirut; many of his friends had been killed or maimed. He had even heard talk of something that had seemed unthinkable until now: Iran, which created Hezbollah around 1982, might cut off support to the group, a decision that could reconfigure the politics of the Middle East.

Read: Hezbollah waged war against the people of my country

When I asked about this, he said after an uneasy pause: "There are questions." He said he personally trusts Iran, but then added, as if trying to convince me: "It's as if you raised a son, he's your jewel, now 42 years old, and you abandon him? No. It doesn't make sense."

He kept talking rapid-fire, as though seeking to restore his self-confidence. The resistance still had its weapons, he said, and the fighters on the border were ready. Israel's soldiers would dig their own graves and would soon be begging for a cease-fire.

But his speech slowed, and the doubts crept back. He mentioned Ahmed Shukairi, the first chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization, who said shortly before the outbreak of the 1967 Six-Day War, "Those [Israelis] who survive will remain in Palestine. I estimate that none of them will survive." Shukairi's vain illusions were not something to emulate. "I don't want to be like him," the man said.

It took a moment for the historical analogy to register: He was telling me that he thought Hezbollah, the movement he was so devoted to, might well be on the verge of total destruction. We both paused for a moment and sipped our tea. The only noise was the waves gently washing the shore outside, an incongruously peaceful sound in a country at war.

"This tea we're drinking," he said. "We don't know if it's our last."


A shop in eastern Beirut on September 23 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



Two months of war have transformed Lebanon. Hezbollah, the Shiite movement that seemed almost invincible, is now crippled, its top commanders dead or in hiding. The scale of this change is hard for outsiders to grasp. Hezbollah is not just a militia but almost a state of its own, more powerful than the weak and divided Lebanese government, and certainly more powerful than the Lebanese army. Formed under the tutelage of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, it has long been the leading edge of Tehran's "Axis of Resistance," alongside Hamas, the Shiite militias of Iraq, and the Houthi movement in Yemen. Hezbollah is also the patron and bodyguard of Lebanon's Shiite Muslims, with a duly elected bloc in the national parliament (Christians and Muslims are allocated an equal share of seats). Hezbollah smuggles in not just weapons, but billions of dollars from Iran. It runs banks, hospitals, a welfare system, and a parallel economy of tax-free imports and drug trafficking that has enriched and empowered the once-downtrodden Shiite community.

Hezbollah has long justified reckless wars against Israel with appeals to pan-Arab pride: The liberation of Palestine was worth any sacrifice. But the devastation of this conflict extends far beyond Hezbollah and cannot be brushed off so easily. Almost a quarter of Lebanon's people have fled their homes, and many are now sleeping in town squares, on roads, on beaches. Burned-out ambulances and heaps of garbage testify to the state's long absence. Many people are traumatized or in mourning; others talk manically about dethroning Hezbollah, and perhaps with it, Lebanon's centuries-old system of sectarian power-sharing. There is a millenarian energy in the air, a wild hope for change that veers easily into the fear of civil war.

A few stark facts stand out. First, Israel is no longer willing to tolerate Hezbollah's arsenal on its border, and will continue its campaign of air strikes and ground war until it is forced to stop--whether from exhaustion or, more likely, by an American-sponsored cease-fire that is very unlikely before the next U.S. president is sworn in. Second, no one is offering to rebuild the blasted towns and villages of southern Lebanon when this is over, the way the oil-rich Gulf States did after the last major war with Israel, in 2006. Nor will Iran be able to replenish the group's arsenal or its coffers. Hezbollah may or may not survive, but it will not be the entity it was.

I heard the same questions every day during two weeks in Lebanon in September and October, from old friends and total strangers. When will the war stop? Will they bomb us too--we who are not with Hezbollah? Will there be a civil war? And most poignant of all, from an artist whose Beirut apartment was a haven for me during the years I lived in Lebanon: Should I send my daughter out of this country?


A cafe in Beirut on September 20 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



On a sunny morning in early October, I drove south out of Beirut on the highway that runs along the Mediterranean, toward the border with Israel. Just outside the city, dark smoke trails became visible on both sides of the road--last night's air strikes. New ones appear every morning, like a visual scorecard of the war's progress. There were other cars on the road at first, but beyond the coastal city of Sidon, the highway was empty.

My driver, visibly anxious, drove more than 90 miles per hour. Yellow Hezbollah banners fluttered in the breeze, alongside brand-new martyr billboards that read Nasrallah Aat ("Nasrallah Is Coming")--a play on his name, which means "victory of God" in Arabic. We passed several charred and overturned cars. On the northbound side of the road, dozens of abandoned but undamaged vehicles were parked on the shoulder. These had been left by families fleeing the war in the south, my Lebanese fixer explained; they had run out of gas and apparently continued on foot. Her own family had fled the south in the same way.

After a little more than an hour, we reached the outskirts of Tyre, an ancient city in southern Lebanon. It is usually a lively place, but we found it eerily deserted, with shattered buildings marking the sites of bombings here and there. We passed some of the city's Roman ruins, and for a moment, I felt as if I'd been transported into one of the Orientalist sketches made by 19th-century European travelers in the Levant, an antique landscape shorn of its people.

We had been directed by the Lebanese army--which maintains a reconnaissance and policing role in the south--to go to the Rest House, a gated resort. There, on a broad terrace overlooking a magnificent beach, we found a cluster of aid workers and TV journalists smoking and chatting under a tarp, with their cameras set on tripods and pointed south. This was as close as any observer could get to the war. Beyond us was an undulating coastline and green hills stretching to the Israeli border, about 12 miles away. There, just beyond our vision, Israeli ground troops were battling Hezbollah's fighters, near villages that had been turned to rubble.

I was staring out at the sea, mesmerized by the beauty and stillness of the place, when a whooshing sound made me jolt. I looked to my left and saw a volley of projectiles shooting into the air, perhaps 200 yards away. They vanished into the blue sky, angled southward and leaving tufts of white smoke behind them. I felt a rush of panic: These must be Hezbollah rockets. Didn't this mean Israel would strike back at the launch site, awfully close to us? But one of the Arab journalists waved my worries away. "It happens a lot," he said. War is like that. You get used to it, until the assumptions change and the missiles land on you.

Not far away, camped out on the Rest House's blue deck chairs, I found a family of 20 refugees who had left their village 11 days earlier. One of them was a tall, sweet-faced 18-year-old named Samar, dressed in a black shawl and headscarf, who sat very still as she described the moment when the war got too close.

"I saw a missile right above me--I thought it would hit us," she said. "I felt I was blind for a moment when the missiles struck." Everything shook, and a rush of dust and smoke made it hard to breathe. Five or six missiles had hit a neighboring house where a funeral was under way, killing one of the family's neighbors and injuring about 60 others. "It was as close as that umbrella," she said, pointing to the poolside parasol about 15 feet from us.

The whole family fled, then returned a few hours later to get some belongings, only to be blasted awake that night by another Israeli strike that shattered the remaining windows of the house. They all ran to the main square of the village and huddled there, praying, until dawn, when they drove to the Rest House. They have not been home since. They live on handouts from aid workers and journalists, and do not know if their house is still standing.

I heard stories like these again and again across Lebanon, from families who had fled their homes and some who were reduced to begging. The displaced are everywhere, and they have transformed the country's demographic map. In the west-Beirut neighborhood of Hamra, a historically leftist and secular enclave, you now see large numbers of women in Islamic dress. I saw them in Christian neighborhoods, in the mountains, even in the far north. You can almost feel the suspicion that locals direct at them as you walk past.

Some locals have welcomed displaced people and offered them free meals; others have turned them away, and many landlords have ripped them off for profit. "Everybody is saying, 'Why do you come and rent in our civilian neighborhoods? You are endangering everybody around you,'" a friend told me in the northern city of Tripoli. The danger was real, and it could be seen in the evolving pattern of Israeli strikes, which moved from Shiite enclaves to what had been considered safe areas in the mountains and the north. Hezbollah's fighters appear to be leaking out of the danger zone, blending in with the refugees, and Israel has continued to track and strike them.

Some refugees have fled their homes only to stumble into even more dangerous places. Julia Ramadan, 28, was so frightened by the bombings in Beirut that she retreated to her parents' apartment, in a six-story building on a hillside in Sidon. The area is mostly Christian, and dozens of southerners had also sought shelter there. Two days after she arrived, Julia spent several hours distributing free meals to other war refugees with her brother, Ashraf. She was home with her family when a missile slammed into the building.

Hussein Ibish: Muslim American support for Trump is an act of self-sabotage.

"With the second missile, the building started to shake," Ashraf told me when I met him later. A powerfully built man who works as a fitness trainer, he had bandages on his foot and arm. "With the third and fourth, we felt the building starting to collapse."

Ashraf instinctively turned and tried to use his body to shield his father, who was sitting next to him on a couch in the family's living room. The building gave way, and father and son found themselves alive but trapped under the rubble. It took eight hours for rescuers to dig them out, and then they learned that Julia and her mother were among the dead. At least 45 people were killed, according to Lebanon's health ministry (locals told me the number was 75). Israeli officials later said a local Hezbollah commander and several operatives were in the building.

One of the first to arrive on the scene was Muhammad Ahmed Jiradi, a 31-year-old whose aunt, uncle, and cousins lived in the building. He told me he could hear the screams of the people pinned under the wreckage. One of them was his uncle, saying that his wife and children were dead. Jiradi tried frantically to move the broken concrete and steel, but he had no tools, and could manage little. Many of the trapped people died before they could be rescued, their screams gradually fading.

"I saw my aunt pulled out," Jiradi told me. "Her guts were spilling out; her head was gashed. This is the last image I have of her. I always thought of her as so beautiful. My mother wanted to see her. I said no. I told her, 'Her face was smiling.' But it's not true."

Jiradi told me these things in a listless monotone as we sat in armchairs in his spartan apartment. He had run out of money to pay for rent and food for his wife and children. He talked nonstop for an hour, periodically repeating, "I can't take it anymore." He said this not with any visible pain or emotion, but with the glazed look of someone who has lost all hope.
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Whom do the Lebanese blame for these horrors? When I asked, many of them gave me scripted answers: the Zionist enemy, of course. But some Lebanese told me that they did not want to die for the Palestinians. This was an indirect way of criticizing Hezbollah, which started this new round of fighting by launching rockets at Israeli civilian targets the day after the October 7 massacre, ostensibly to show solidarity with Hamas.

"I don't know who started this war," Jiradi told me. "I just want to live in peace."

That may sound neutral, but in Lebanon, where Hezbollah has called for resistance to Israel at any cost, the absence of ideological fervor can be a tacit refusal to comply. People often voice fatigue in private, where they aren't worried about being accused of siding with the enemy. But I even saw it on a few highway billboards. It's Enough--We're Tired, one of them read. Everyone in Lebanon knows what that means.

One afternoon, my driver, a 56-year-old man named Hassan from southern Lebanon, showed me a picture on his phone of a demolished house. It was his own, in the village of Bint Jbail, near the border with Israel. He had spent decades building it, and now the Israelis had bombed it into ruins. I expected him to erupt in anger at Israel, but then he told me why it had happened: Several Hezbollah fighters had sought shelter in his house, and Israel had targeted them there. He made clear that he held Hezbollah responsible for his loss.

Some Lebanese welcome the strikes on Hezbollah, despite the harm done to civilians. "The Israelis--it's unfortunate that civilians are dying, but they are doing us a great favor," a businessman from the north told me. He asked not to be named for fear of reprisal. "I was at a meeting today, and we were all saying, 'It's getting worse, but the worse it gets, the faster we will be out of this.'" In the same conversation, this man described his own close call with an Israeli air strike--an experience that did not lessen his hunger to see Hezbollah destroyed.

Hezbollah is keenly aware of its domestic vulnerabilities. In early October, its media wing made a bid for public sympathy by organizing a tour of the worst-hit parts of the Dahieh, the dense south-Beirut district that is home to its headquarters. By 1 p.m. that day, about 300 journalists, many of them European, were clustered together in the war zone, dressed in helmets and flak jackets, patiently waiting for their Hezbollah guides.

The Dahieh usually swarms with people, but the bombings had emptied it. We followed our Hezbollah minders through the cratered streets, many of the reporters excitedly snapping pictures of a place we'd been unable to see until now. At each bomb site, a Hezbollah official stood up and delivered a speech declaring that only civilians had been killed there, innocent women and children murdered by the Israeli "terrorists." (They did not take us to the places where Hassan Nasrallah and other commanders had been struck.) Reporters thrust out microphones to record his every word. Some clambered over the mountains of rubble, still smoking in some places, greedily edging one another out to get the best shots.

At one site, I saw a man slip past the crowd to get into his auto-repair shop. I walked up and asked him if we could speak. He told me he'd chosen this moment to check on his shop after hearing about the Hezbollah media tour, "because I know the Israelis will not bomb you guys."

He was right. The Israeli drone operators probably watched the whole weird show from the sky. You can hear the drones buzzing loudly overhead all day and all night in Beirut. Some people told me the noise kept them from sleeping. People jokingly call them Umm Kamel, or "Kamel's mother," a play on the name of the MK drone type. It is an effort to domesticate a reality that is very frightening to most Lebanese: Israel could strike them at any time. After the man from the Dahieh repair shop made his comment, I found myself looking up at the sky and wondering how I registered on the Israelis' drone screens. Could they see my American phone number? Was I, as a U.S. citizen and a journalist, a moving no-kill zone?

Israel's surveillance technologies have brought a new kind of intimacy to this war. In September, Israel detonated thousands of pagers it had surreptitiously sold to Hezbollah months earlier, wounding the group's members as they went about their daily routines. Some of the victims were struck in their groins, perhaps even emasculated, because they had their pager on their hip. Others lost eyes and hands. I spoke to a doctor at one of Lebanon's best hospitals, who described the chaos of that day, when dozens of young men were admitted without registering their names--a violation of the usual protocols, but Hezbollah was not going to give up its members' identities. Another doctor told me he received several men wounded by pagers who were all listed only as "George," a typically Christian name. He let it pass.

Even Israel's efforts to minimize civilian casualties have created a weird closeness with the enemy. Most people I know in Lebanon watch the X feed of Avichay Adraee, an Arabic-speaking Israeli military official who posts warnings about upcoming strikes. But the Israelis also place calls to individual residents in endangered areas. I spoke with a 34-year-old woman named Layal who told me that many people in her southern village, including her parents, had received calls from Israeli officials telling them to evacuate. "But some people do pranks, pretending to be Israelis," she told me, and that caused confusion. I must have looked baffled, because Layal added--as if to explain--that some of the pranksters were Syrian refugees. Many of the refugees loathe Hezbollah, which sent its fighters to bolster the Syrian regime during that country's brutal civil war.

Layal told me that one of her neighbors, a woman named Ghadir, had gotten a phone call in late September from someone who spoke Arabic with a Palestinian accent. "You are Ghadir?" the voice said. She denied it. The caller named her husband, her children, the shop across the street. Every detail was correct. The caller told her to leave her apartment. Ghadir reluctantly did so, and that night her entire building was destroyed in an air strike. Layal fled soon afterward, without waiting for a phone call; when I met her, she was living in a rented house in the mountains.

That night, from the dark roof-deck of my Beirut hotel, I watched orange flames burst upward from the city's southern edge, the aftermath of an air strike. It looked like a volcano erupting. Sounds of awe came from a cluster of young Lebanese at a table next to me; they held up their cellphones to capture the scene, posted their shots to social media, and went back to their cocktails.
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Hezbollah has a violent history inside Lebanon, and its domestic enemies are now sniffing the wind for signs of weakness. One of them is Achraf Rifi, the former head of one of Lebanon's main security agencies. Almost two decades ago, Rifi's investigators helped identify the Hezbollah operatives who had organized the murder of a string of Lebanese public figures, starting with former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005. That bombing destroyed an entire block on Beirut's seafront and killed 23 people. Rifi's dogged police work publicly exposed Hezbollah's willingness to kill anyone who got in its way. It also put him on the group's target list.

Rifi is 70, with an austere, stiff-backed manner, and he lives in an elegantly furnished apartment in the center of Tripoli. When I went to see him there, he walked me out onto the terrace and pointed down through the evening gloom at a red traffic barrier on the far side of the street. That spot, he said, was where a car packed with 300 pounds of TNT was parked when it exploded in August 2013, one of two simultaneous bombings in central Tripoli that killed 55 people. Rifi told me the car bombing was a joint operation by Hezbollah and Syrian intelligence, and it was intended to kill him. He was inside at the time, and was shaken but not seriously injured.

Rifi knows both parties to this war well: Not only was he the target of that Hezbollah bombing, but as the head of the Internal Security Forces, he became familiar with Israeli spycraft by dismantling 33 Israeli cells inside Lebanon (three of them were in Hezbollah). Fighting Israeli espionage was one of the few objectives he and Hezbollah shared. Rifi told me that Israel's successful infiltration of Hezbollah, which helped it kill many of the group's senior leaders, became possible during the years the group spent fighting in Syria to protect the regime of Bashar al-Assad. Off their home turf, Hezbollah's soldiers were exposed to Israeli surveillance. The Syrian war also created opportunities for self-enrichment and corruption within the organization--a problem that worsened with Lebanon's subsequent economic collapse, as newly needy people could be tempted to spy in exchange for Israeli money.

Rifi told me he thought that about 20 percent of Hezbollah commanders in the middle and upper ranks had been killed in Israel's operations this fall, including some of the group's most effective leaders. He said he thought the bleeding would continue. As a critic of Israel, he would not have hoped to see Hezbollah disarmed this way. But the job is being done.

"The Iranian period is finished, I think," Rifi told me. "In Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen."

He may be right. The death of Nasrallah--the most powerful figure in Lebanon--felt like the end of an era to many people, and it ignited a frenzy of anxious speculation about what will happen next. Hezbollah's defeat, if it comes, is by no means sure to bring peace or order. Day after day, I heard people ransack past chapters of Lebanon's history for clues about the future.

One night in Tripoli, I listened to a group of friends argue for hours over an exquisite meal at a farm-to-table restaurant called Crop. (Lebanese restaurateurs have learned to take wars in stride.) One of the guests, a local city administrator who had spent years abroad, delivered an acerbic speech about Lebanon's failure to cohere as a country. "I don't see anyone who believes in a nation called Lebanon," he said. "I see the Christians, the Sunnis, the Shia, the Druze--each is loyal to his own community or party. There is no public interest."

A young historian named Charles al-Hayek interrupted and began to argue passionately that Lebanon was not past hope. The country had special traits that set it apart from other Arab countries: traditions of religious diversity, democracy, higher education, individual and public liberty. These could help Lebanon forge a more enlightened social compact.

A third guest began to argue that Lebanon needed a powerful leader with Western support to beat back the Iranian project and find a new way forward. Hayek shook his head impatiently. The Arab world, he said, was always clamoring for a rajul mukhalis--literally, a "man who finishes things." This quest for a charismatic leader had always ended in tyranny, Hayek said. The same was true of Lebanon's sectarian appeals to foreign patrons--France for the Christians, Saudi Arabia for the Sunnis, Iran for the Shia. The country must learn to stand on its own, Hayek said, and the end of Iranian hegemony could provide an opportunity.

At another dinner, this one in Beirut's Sursock district, the hostess--a glamorously dressed woman in early middle age--asked everyone at the table to describe their best- and worst-case scenarios for Lebanon. One guest invoked the possibility of civil war, and another said: "Civil war? Come on, civil wars are expensive. We don't have the money." People laughed. But he wasn't kidding. Lebanon's economic collapse is so severe that the country's political factions--which, apart from Hezbollah, have not fought for decades--lack the guns and ammunition to sustain a serious conflict.

Read: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

At one point, the hostess glanced impishly around the room and said: "Please, I want to know who is the best urologue in Beirut."

Why? someone asked.

"Because I will ask him who has the biggest balls in Lebanon, and that man will rescue us."

People laughed. But again, it wasn't just a joke. Many Lebanese I spoke with were desperate for a deus ex machina, and they seemed to want much more than a politician in the familiar mold. The country's financial straits, together with the explosion that devastated the port of Beirut in 2020, have exposed the depravity of Lebanon's political class. As one Lebanese friend told me, you go into politics in Lebanon to make money, not to serve the public interest. Corruption isn't a by-product; it is the essence of the system. As a result, the talk about a new leadership has tended to revolve around the Lebanese army, often described as the country's last intact national institution. The wish of many is for someone who will assert the army's power against Hezbollah, smash the whole corrupt political system, and build a better one: Al rajul al mukhalis.

Lebanon's power brokers have been deadlocked since the previous president's term expired in 2022--no one has yet succeeded him--and the Biden administration has been pressing for a new election that might empower a government willing to challenge Hezbollah. The Lebanese presidency is reserved for a Maronite Christian (each of the top leadership jobs in Lebanon's government is assigned by law to a particular religious community). The current head of the army, Joseph Aoun, qualifies. But even if an election could be held--which is hard to imagine in the chaos of this war--Aoun's powers would be constrained by the Lebanese power-sharing system.

I relayed some of the conversations I had heard about the yearning for a military intervention to a retired senior officer in the Lebanese army who is close to Aoun and familiar with his thinking. We met in an officers' club in the mountain town of Baabda, near the army's headquarters, on a green hillside property that once belonged to a Kuwaiti princess. Through the boughs of cedar trees, we had a glorious view of Beirut far below, and the Mediterranean beyond.

The officer, clean-shaven and in civilian dress, told me that the army would never stray from its constitutionally defined role. Even if Hezbollah were substantially weakened, taking it on would spark a civil war. I asked about the possibility of disarming Hezbollah--the fervent aspiration of its domestic rivals and foreign adversaries. He said, "The only one who can disarm Hezbollah is Iran." And that, he said, could happen only in the context of a political settlement between Iran and the United States, its most powerful enemy. Those were sobering words. In essence, he was telling me that Lebanon has no say in its own future.

As of now, no one knows for sure how much strength Hezbollah has left. Despite the battering of its top ranks and decision makers, it has a powerful corps of fighters in southern Lebanon who can operate independently. But with time, the officer told me, "Hezbollah will feel the lack of money. This will be the biggest problem. And when the Shia go back to the south, who will rebuild?"
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As I flew out of Beirut, I could see smoke rising from ruins not far from the airport. Middle East Airlines--Lebanon's national carrier--is still operating, but other companies are no longer willing to take the risk. It has become so difficult to buy an outbound ticket that some people are sleeping outside the airport, hoping for cancellations. Others talk of fleeing by boat to Cyprus if things get worse. More than 300,000 Syrian refugees who fled to Lebanon during their country's civil war have escaped back across the border over the past month, a testament to the depth of their fear.

As the plane banked and rose from the Beirut airport, passengers could see the Mediterranean on one side, glittering in the sun. But visible in the other direction, just beyond the runway, was something that offered a hint about the war now raging in Lebanon: a cluttered patch of warehouses and shacks that had arisen gradually during the 1980s, built by Shiite migrants from the south, with little or no oversight by the state. Now they store commodities of all kinds that are flown in and out of the country free of any taxes or tariffs. A shadow economy, made possible by Hezbollah's enforcers, has gradually enriched and sustained the broader Shiite population.

That arrangement has been essential to Hezbollah's power, and it has tied the lives and livelihoods of most of Lebanon's Shia to the revolutionary creed of the Iranian regime. Many fear that if they lose Hezbollah, they will be left defenseless. Some of the elders still remember the days when most Shia were mired in rural poverty, mistreated not just by Lebanon's other sects but by their own semifeudal overlords.

But their faith in Hezbollah is being tested. One Shiite woman who fled the south and is now living in a rented home in the mountains confided her disappointment to me. "A Hezbollah guy called us to say 'What do you need?,' but he didn't have much to offer," she said. "Just pillows. I asked for medicines for the kids, but they didn't bring anything to us. Before the war, Hezbollah said they had an emergency plan. Where is the plan?"

Some people made bitter comparisons with Hezbollah's reaction to the 2006 war it fought with Israel. Back then, the group's leaders had quickly rolled out an energetic construction campaign, promising to rebuild every home that was destroyed. Young volunteers with clipboards surged into Shiite districts within hours of the cease-fire, delivering cash and food and supplies. Hardly anyone expects that to happen again. If the refugees' needs continue to go unmet, Hezbollah could lose support. Might that make possible a new era in Lebanon, free of Tehran's dictates?

Hezbollah loyalists rarely share their feelings with outsiders. But I got a glimpse of the atmosphere inside the group from a young woman whose brother, a Hezbollah fighter, had been killed in an Israeli air strike in late September. I met her through a friend in the mountain town of Aley, where she had taken refuge.

Her brother's name was Hamoudi, and he was an unlikely militant. "He didn't pray," his sister told me. (She asked that I not reveal her name or the family's surname.) "My mother said, 'You will not become a martyr; you don't pray.'" Some in the family--which is very loyal to Hezbollah--said Hamoudi seemed almost an atheist. "He didn't read the Quran," his sister said. "He listened to music. It's haram"--forbidden--"to touch girls," but Hamoudi, a burly 25-year-old with rosy cheeks and an infectious smile, loved women and didn't try to hide it.

He was a film producer and editor and had taught himself the trade, working his way up from production assistant to camera operator and lighting designer. He started his own firm, doing social-media reels for restaurants and clothing companies and coffee shops. When he moved from the family's southern village to Beirut, he found an apartment, not in the Dahieh, but in the more cosmopolitan Hamra district, where he often stayed out late partying with friends.

His sister showed me pictures and videos on her phone: Hamoudi swaying to music in the car, getting a haircut, voguing on the beach. "He was my friend, my brother, my secrets box," she said, her eyes brimming with tears. "The one I go to first in my sadness and my happiness."

Hamoudi had always been torn between the family tradition of muqawama--resistance--and the lure of Beirut and its glamor. Only at the end of the summer did he return to the family home in the south. By then, Israeli air strikes had become more frequent, the news ever grimmer. A 17-year-old friend in the family's village was badly injured when a pager exploded in his hand in mid-September, she said. The boy's father was killed soon afterward. On the day Nasrallah was killed, she called Hamoudi and asked him to come to Beirut to comfort her. He said he couldn't. It was on that same day that he formally joined Hezbollah as a fighter, his sister said.

Read: Full-on war between Israel and Iran isn't inevitable

Hamoudi seemed resigned to his death as soon as he joined. He even washed himself as martyrs are meant to, and made a martyrdom video, she told me--whether because everyone around him seemed to be dying, or because he had been assigned a mission, she didn't know. But the very next day, an Israeli bomb struck the house where Hamoudi and two other Hezbollah fighters were sheltering, killing them all. The sister told me she suspected it even before she got the news. "I felt something," she said. "Years before, he had a motorcycle accident, and I felt something the second it happened. This time, the same."

Hezbollah issued a poster bearing Hamoudi's picture and his name, with looping Arabic script declaring his martyrdom. You see these posters all over the Dahieh and in southern Lebanon these days, always with new faces. Hamoudi's family has not yet been able to hold a funeral, because their village is still so dangerous. "When we see his grave, that day he will die again," his sister said. "It will feel like the first day."

Hamoudi's sister is a devout Muslim and a supporter of Hezbollah. I have met many women like her in Lebanon, and I vaguely expected her to deliver a speech about the coming victory of the resistance, or to assure me that she would never give in. But as she wiped her tears away, she said nothing of the kind.

"I'm thinking to leave the country," she said.
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America's Class Politics Have Turned Upside Down

Why do so many liberals vote against their economic self-interest?

by Roge Karma




This is Work in Progress, a newsletter about work, technology, and how to solve some of America's biggest problems. Sign up here.

A simple and intuitive view of democratic politics holds that political parties exist to advance the material self-interest of the coalitions that support them. If this were true, then as the Democrats became the party of high-earning college graduates, they would have abandoned economic policies that would threaten those voters' pocketbooks. A version of this essentially Marxist analysis has become standard fare on the right, where the phrase woke capital has become a slur to describe the Democrats' supposed fealty to corporate America; the Republican vice-presidential candidate, J. D. Vance, has argued that the Democratic Party is now the party of Wall Street.

But as wealthier and better-educated voters have shifted toward the Democrats, the party and its constituents have become more economically progressive, not less. They have largely united around an economic agenda that emphasizes aiding the poor and middle class, and around messaging that places that agenda front and center. The very richest Democrats have become just as left-wing on economics as their less affluent party members, and far more economically progressive than low- and middle-income Republicans. U.S. politics seems to have decisively entered what you might call a post-Marxist or post-materialist phase.

From the New Deal through the George W. Bush era, the Marxist view of politics largely held up. The rich and educated overwhelmingly voted for Republicans, who pursued tax cuts and deregulation, while the working class mostly voted for Democrats, who expanded the social safety net.

Roge Karma: Why America abandoned the greatest economy in history

Over the past decade and a half, however, the dynamic has dramatically shifted. In 2008, the top fifth of earners favored Democrats by just a few percentage points; by 2020, they were the group most likely to vote for Democrats and did so by a nearly 15-point margin. (Democrats won the poorest fifth of voters by a similarly large margin.) Democrats now represent 24 of the 25 highest-income congressional districts and 43 of the top 50 counties by economic output. A similarly stark shift has occurred if you look at college education rather than income. Perhaps most dramatic of all has been the change among wealthy white people. Among white voters, in every presidential election from 1948 until 2012, the richest 5 percent were the group most likely to vote Republican, according to analysis by the political scientist Thomas Wood. In 2016 and 2020, this dynamic reversed itself: The top 5 percent became the group most likely to vote Democratic.

This newly educated and affluent Democratic Party did not swing to the right on economics. Quite the contrary. Following the 2020 election, the Biden administration pursued an expansive economic agenda that included a generous pandemic stimulus package, a massive expansion of the social safety net for the middle class and poor (including cash transfers to families and universal pre-K), and large investments to create well-paying jobs in left-behind places. These policies, if fully enacted, would have represented a significant redistribution of wealth. Most of the $4.5 trillion in proposed new spending would have been funded by a spate of new taxes on corporations and the ultra-rich. "The Biden agenda was more ambitious and redistributive than anything else pursued by Democrats since the 1960s or '70s," Jacob Hacker, a political scientist at Yale and co-author of a recent paper on the Democrats' changing coalition, told me. "This is not a party pursuing a 'Brahmin left' agenda. It's pursuing an incredibly progressive economic agenda."

Despite its ambition, this agenda did not provoke anything resembling a rebellion from the party's rich, educated base or the politicians who represent them. (Indeed, one of the biggest obstacles to its enactment was West Virginia Senator Joe Manchin, who represents a much more working-class state than most of his Democratic colleagues and who switched his affiliation to independent this year.) Kamala Harris is now running on many of those same policies and, according to the polls, her support among college-educated voters is even higher than Joe Biden's was in 2020.

A common complaint from the center and the right is that the influx of affluent, highly educated voters into the Democratic Party has caused it to focus primarily on culture-war issues instead of pocketbook economics. But when Hacker and his co-authors analyzed party platforms since 1980, they found that since the early 2000s the share dedicated to economic issues has steadily increased and that economic issues take up twice as much space as cultural issues. They reached a similar conclusion when looking at Twitter, where you'd most expect to see party elites pandering to the cultural tastes of their base. They looked at the tweets of high-ranking Democrats from 2015 to 2022 and found that nine of the 10 most frequently tweeted phrases were focused on economic issues, such as Build Back Better, Affordable Care Act, and American Rescue Plan; the only noneconomic issue in the top 10 was Roe v. Wade. (By contrast, just three of the top 10 Republican-used phrases referred to economic issues.) The authors also found that members representing wealthy districts were actually slightly more likely to discuss pocketbook issues such as economics and health care than members from poor districts.

The policies and rhetoric coming from party leaders reflect the fact that affluent liberal voters have moved well to the left on economic issues. A major survey conducted after the 2020 election found that overwhelming majorities of Democrats in the top fifth of income distribution favored raising the federal minimum wage, hiking taxes on individuals earning more than $600,000 a year, making college debt-free, and enacting Medicare for All. That's similar or slightly higher than the support for those policies among poor and middle-income Democrats and anywhere from 20 to 40 points higher than support among low- and middle-income Republicans.

None of this means material self-interest doesn't matter at all to affluent liberals. Some evidence suggests that although wealthy Democrats tend to support higher taxes in the abstract, they are less likely to support specific tax increases that affect them directly; they are also known to oppose new housing construction in their own neighborhoods that would make housing more affordable. But even those exceptions are less exceptional than they may appear. According to the survey cited above, a bare majority of the richest Democrats support raising taxes on individuals making more than $250,000. And during this campaign season, the leaders of the Democratic Party--including both Harris and former President Barack Obama--have trumpeted their support for building more housing.

The leftward drift of high-status voters is partly a story about a genuine ideological conversion. Since the 2008 financial crisis, politicians, academics, and the media have paid far more attention to how the existing economic system has produced inequality and hardship. Highly educated, affluent voters, who also tend to be the most plugged-in to national politics, seem to have responded to this shift by embracing more progressive economic views.

David Deming: Break up big econ

The story is also about political strategy. After Donald Trump's 2016 victory, many Democrats became convinced that the best way to win back disaffected working-class voters was to enact policies that would help them. Surveys consistently find that middle- and low-income Republicans strongly disagree with their own party leaders on most economic issues, creating a potential opening for Democrats.

The Biden agenda that was shaped by those views has largely produced its intended economic effects. Unemployment has fallen, wage inequality has shrunk, and hundreds of billions of investment dollars have poured into red states. Many of the country's forgotten communities are making a strong comeback. Politically, however, the effort to win back working-class voters appears to have flopped: If polls are to be believed, the Democratic Party is bleeding working-class support more badly than it did in 2016 or 2020.

Part of that failure seems to be because, when it comes to the economy, many voters are concerned about high prices above all else and view Democrats as responsible for them. But there's also compelling evidence that Republican voters aren't particularly motivated by economic policy in the first place. That is, although they disagree with GOP politicians about health care, taxing the rich, and the minimum wage, they don't much care about that disagreement. A recent paper by the political scientist William Marble analyzed nearly 200 survey questions going back decades and found that in the 1980s and '90s, non-college-educated white voters were more likely to vote in accordance with their economic views, causing them to support Democrats. Since the early 2000s, however, that dynamic has inverted: Non-college-educated white voters now place a far greater emphasis on culture-war issues over economic ones, pushing them toward supporting Republicans.

That realignment leaves both parties in a strange place heading into November. Voters consistently say that the economy is the most important issue of the 2024 election. And yet the affluent overwhelmingly support Kamala Harris, whose administration favored bold redistribution and big government spending, while a critical mass of working-class voters favor Donald Trump, whose economic agenda consisted largely of cutting taxes for the rich and trying to kill the Affordable Care Act.

The irony is that the Biden administration's economic-populist push implicitly assumed that the Marxist view of politics was correct all along. Democrats embraced an agenda that largely went against its voters' immediate material interests in the hopes that they could win over less-wealthy voters by appealing to their material interests. But working-class Trump supporters, just like liberal elites, turn out to have other things on their mind.
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What Orwell Didn't Anticipate

George Orwell famously argued that clear language in politics can be a bulwark against oppression. But in the Trump era, his solution no longer holds.

by Megan Garber




1984 ends not with a bang, but with a grammar lesson. Readers of George Orwell's novel--still reeling, likely, from the brutal dystopia they've spent the previous 300-odd pages living in--are subjected to a lengthy explanation of Newspeak, the novel's uncanny form of English. The appendix explains the language that has been created to curtail independent thought: the culled vocabulary; the sterilized syntax; the regime's hope that, before long, all the vestiges of Oldspeak--English in its familiar form, the English of Shakespeare and Milton and many of Orwell's readers--will be translated into the new vernacular. The old language, and all it carried with it, will die away.

With its dizzying details and technical prose, "The Principles of Newspeak" makes for a supremely strange ending. It is, in today's parlance, a choice. But it is a fitting one. Language, in 1984, is violence by another means, an adjunct of the totalitarian strategies inflicted by the regime. Orwell's most famous novel, in that sense, is the fictionalized version of his most famous essay. "Politics and the English Language," published in 1946, is a writing manual, primarily--a guide to making language that says what it means, and means what it says. It is also an argument. Clear language, Orwell suggests, is a semantic necessity as well as a moral one. Newspeak, in 1984, destroys with the same ferocious efficiency that tanks and bombs do. It is born of the essay's most elemental insight: "If thought corrupts language, language can also corrupt thought."

The essay, over the years, has enjoyed the same backhanded success that Orwell himself has. Its barbs have softened into conventional wisdom. Its enduring relevance has consigned it, in some degree, to cliche. Who would argue against clarity?

But the essay, today, can read less as a rousing defense of the English language than as a prescient concession of defeat. "Use clear language" cannot be our guide when clarity itself can be so elusive. Our words have not been honed into oblivion--on the contrary, new ones spring to life with giddy regularity--but they fail, all too often, in the same ways Newspeak does: They limit political possibilities, rather than expand them. They cede to cynicism. They saturate us in uncertainty. The words might mean what they say. They might not. They might describe shared truths; they might manipulate them. Language, the connective tissue of the body politic--that space where the collective "we" matters so much--is losing its ability to fulfill its most basic duty: to communicate. To correlate. To connect us to the world, and to one another.

And semantic problems, as Orwell knew, have a way of turning into real ones. Violence descends; threats take shape; emergencies come; we may try to warn one another--we may scream the warnings--but we have trouble conveying the danger. We have so much to say. In another way, though, we have no words.

Earlier this month, Donald Trump mused aloud about the violence Americans might anticipate on November 5. If Election Day brings havoc, he told Fox News's Maria Bartiromo, the crisis would come not from outside actors but instead from "the enemy from within": "some very bad people," he clarified, "some sick people"--the "radical-left lunatics."

The former president further mused about a solution to the problem. "I think it should be very easily handled by, if necessary, by the National Guard," he said, "or, if really necessary, by the military."

A presidential candidate who may well retake the White House is threatening to use the military against American citizens: The news here is straightforward. The language that makes the news, though, is not. The words twist and tease, issuing their threats in the conditional tense: It should be. If necessary. Trump's words often do this; they imply very much while saying very little. They are schooled, like the man himself, in the dark art of plausible deniability. In them, Orwell's doublespeak--that jargon of purposeful obscurity--gets one more layer of insulating irony: The former president says whatever he wants, and reserves the right not to mean it.

Do we take him at his word? The answer to this question, on which so much else depends, can only ever be "maybe." When he describes "the enemy from within"--or when he muses about police forces fighting back against criminals for "one real rough, nasty day," or when he announces his intention to spend the first day of a second term acting as "a dictator"--you could read each as a direct threat. You could assume that he's lying, embellishing, teasing, trolling. You could say that the line, like Trump's others, should be taken seriously, but not literally. You could try your best, knowing all that is at stake, to parse the grammar of his delusion.

But the fact that you need to translate him at all is already a concession. The constant uncertainty--about the gravest of matters--is one of the ways that Trump keeps people in his thrall. Clear language is a basic form of kindness: It considers the other person. It wants to be understood. Trump's argot, though, is self-centered. It treats shared reality as an endless negotiation.

The words cannot bear the weight of all this irony. Democracy is, at its core, a task of information management. To do its work, people need to be able to trust that the information they're processing is, in the most fundamental way, accurate. Trump's illegibility makes everything else less legible, too.

Read: Do you speak Fox?

Orwell published "Politics" at the end of a conflict that had, in its widespread use of propaganda, also been a war of words. In the essay, he wrestles with the fact that language--as a bomb with a near-limitless blast radius--could double as a weapon of mass destruction. This is why clarity matters. This is why words are ethical tools as well as semantic ones. The defense of language that Orwell offered in "Politics" was derived from his love of hard facts. "So long as I remain alive and well I shall continue to feel strongly about prose style, to love the surface of the earth, and to take a pleasure in solid objects and scraps of useless information," he confessed in his 1946 essay "Why I Write." His was an elegant dogma. Words matter because facts matter--because truth matters. Freedom, in 1984, is many things, but they all spring from the same source: the ability to say that 2 + 2 = 4.

One October surprise of 2024 took an aptly Orwellian turn: The scandal, this time around, was a matter of language. Earlier this month, John Kelly, Trump's former White House chief of staff, escalated his warnings that his former boss is unfit for office. Kelly told The Atlantic that Trump had expressed a desire for generals like the ones "that Hitler had." Then, in an interview published by The New York Times, Kelly described Trump's dictatorial approach to leadership, his drive to suppress opposition, his insatiable appetite for power. He concluded that Trump fits the definition of fascist.

Kelly's claim was echoed, more mildly, by Trump's former secretary of defense--he "certainly has those inclinations," Mark Esper said--and, less mildly, by Mark Milley, the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Trump is "the most dangerous person to this country," Milley warned in Bob Woodward's latest book, its publication timed to coincide with the election. He is also, Milley added, "fascist to the core." (Trump denied the men's claims: "I am the opposite of a Nazi," he said.) Late last week, 13 others who had served in high-level positions in the Trump administration signed an open letter: "Everyone," they wrote, "should heed General Kelly's warning."

The comments made headlines because of the people who expressed them: Each had worked directly with Trump. The former officials made history, though, because of the word they deployed in their warnings. Fascist is a claim of last resort. It is a term of emergency. Because of that, its validity, as a description for Trump's seething strain of populism, has been the subject of a long-standing debate among scholars, journalists, and members of the public--one made even more complicated by the fact that, as the historian Ian Kershaw has observed, "Trying to define 'fascism' is like trying to nail jelly to the wall."

But one need not be a scholar of fascism to see the plain reality. Trump lost an election. He refused to accept the result. In a second term, he has suggested, he will "terminate" the Constitution; use the American judicial system to take revenge on those who have angered him; and perform sweeping immigration raids, expelling millions of people from the country. Trump, in addition to praising Hitler's generals, regularly uses language that echoes Hitler's hatreds. He has described immigrants, whatever their legal status, as a formless "invasion," and the press as "the enemy of the people." He has dismissed those who are insufficiently loyal to him as "human scum" and "vermin."

Read: This is Trump's message

Fascism--that call to history, that careful description, that five-alarm piece of language--is the right word. But it may turn out, at the same time, to be the wrong one. It might, in our cynical moment, provoke exhaustion rather than alarm.

In "Politics," Orwell reserves particular vitriol for political language that hides its intentions in euphemism and wan metaphor. Wording that resorts to ambiguity can disguise atrocities (as when, in one of the examples Orwell offers, the bombing of villages and their defenseless people is referred to merely as "pacification"). Orwell's problem was language that gives writers permission not to think. Ours, however, is language that gives readers permission not to care. Even the clearest, most precise language can come to read, in our restless age, as cliche. "The first man who compared woman to a rose was a poet," the old line goes; "the second, an imbecile." On the internet, anyone can become that imbecile. For language in general, this is not an issue: When on fleek goes off in an instant or cheugy plummets from coinage to cringe, more words will arrive in their place.

When the restlessness comes for political language, though--for the words we rely on to do the shared work of self-government--the impatience itself becomes Orwellian. Urgent words can feel tired. Crises can come, but no words suffice to rouse us. Americans face an election that our democracy--hard-fought, hard-won, ever fragile--may not survive; "defend democracy," though, can read less as a call to arms than as a call to yawn. Trump himself is insulated by all the ennui. Nearly every word you might apply to him fits the picture that was already there. His depravity has become tautological: It's just Trump being Trump. It's shocking, not surprising.

The word fascism can fail that way, too. And it can be further defanged by the biggest cliche of all: thoughtlessly partisan politics. Some audiences, seeing the word deployed as a description, will dismiss it as simply more evidence of the media's (or John Kelly's) alleged bias against Trump. Others, assuming that fascism and Nazism are the same thing--assuming that fascism cannot be present until troops are goose-stepping in the streets--will see the term as evidence of hysteria.

But fascism can come whether the language acknowledges it or not. It marches toward us, restricted right by restricted right, book ban by book ban. It can happen here. The question is whether we'll be able to talk about it--and whether people will care. An ABC News/Ipsos poll released last week asked registered voters across the country whether Trump was a "fascist" (defined as "a political extremist who seeks to act as a dictator, disregards individual rights and threatens or uses force against their opponents"). Nearly half of respondents, 49 percent, said he was--roughly the same percentage of people who, in recent national polls, say that they plan to vote for him.

The philosopher Emilio Uranga observed, in Mexican political life of the mid-20th century, a gnawing sense of uncertainty--a "mode of being," he wrote, "that incessantly oscillates between two possibilities, between two affects, without knowing which one of those to depend on." The unsteadiness, he suggested, amounts to pain. In it, "the soul suffers." It "feels torn and wounded." Uranga gave the condition a name: zozobra.

The wound he describes, that plague of doubleness, has settled into American political language. In her 2023 book, Doppelganger, Naomi Klein describes the "mirror world" in right-wing politics--a place where every reality has a rhetorical double. She focuses on the rhetoric of Steve Bannon, the former Trump-administration strategist. As Democrats and journalists discussed the Big Lie--Donald Trump's claim that he won the 2020 presidential election--Bannon began discussing the Big Steal: the idea that Joe Biden, against all evidence, stole the presidency.

The tactic is common. Trump regularly fantasizes before his cheering crowds about the violence that might befall his opponents. Journalists describe him as engaging in "extreme" and "inflammatory" rhetoric. Republicans in Trump's camp, soon enough, began accusing Democrats of, as one of his surrogates put it, "irresponsible rhetoric" that "is causing people to get hurt." Republican Senator Lindsey Graham's response to the former military leaders' warnings about Trump took a similar tack: Their rhetoric is "dangerous," he said this weekend. On Monday, Trump gave John Kelly's comments about him a predictably zozobric twist. Kamala Harris, he said, is a fascist.

"In the mirror world," Klein writes, "there is a copycat story, and an answer for everything, often with very similar key words." The attack on the Capitol on January 6, 2021, has commonly been described as an insurrection; Republican power brokers have begun describing peaceful political protests as "insurrections." We must save American democracy, the stark slogan that gained new currency in response to the Big Lie, is now a common refrain on the right. (Elon Musk, at a recent Trump rally, argued that the former president "must win to preserve democracy in America.")

Mirroring, as propaganda, is extremely effective. It addles the mind. It applies a choose-your-own-adventure approach to meaning itself. Mirroring does, in that way, precisely what Orwell feared: It gives up on the very possibility of common language. It robs political terms of their ability to clarify, to unite, to warn. In a world that is endlessly doubling itself, 2 + 2 = 4 may be a liberating truth. Or it may be a narrative imposed on you by a smug and elitist regime. Freedom, soon enough, becomes the ability to say that the sum of 2 + 2 is whatever you want it to be.

Read: Why are we humoring them?

The words fly, flagrant and fast; the definitions that might ground them trail, meekly, in their wake. But when the words are mere slogans--shibboleths and signifiers, narrowcast to one's tribe--dictionary definitions miss the point. Slogans are rhetoric. They are advertising. They are vibes. They can function, in that way, as what the author Robert Jay Lifton called "thought-terminating cliches": words or phrases that effectively curtail debate--and, with it, critical thought itself. Last year, an author who wrote a book decrying the "woke indoctrination" of children struggled to define what woke actually means. In 2022, the New York Times editorial board effectively declared lexicographic defeat: "However you define cancel culture," it wrote, "Americans know it exists and feel its burden." On Tuesday, Musk--who has been spreading his Trump-friendly brand of groupthink on his social-media platform, X--shared an image: a man, his face obscured, wearing a green cap. Stitched onto the hat, in large, all-caps letters, was MAKE ORWELL FICTION AGAIN.

In 1990, a conservative Republican group headed by Newt Gingrich sent a pamphlet to Republican candidates running in state elections across the country. The document amounted to a dictionary: 133 words that operatives might use to elevate themselves (family, freedom, pride) and vilify their competitors (decay, corruption, pathetic, traitors). The pamphlet was titled, unironically, "Language: A Key Mechanism of Control." Many in the media, nodding to the Orwell of it all, came to know it as "Newtspeak."

The 1990s were years when politicians were translating the insights of postmodern discourse (the power of "framing" and the like) into the everyday practice of politics. But Gingrich's memo turned spin into a plot twist. Every word of its grim new language represented an argument: that Democrats were not merely opponents, but enemies; that the differences between the two sides were not merely political, but moral. It recast American politics not as an ongoing debate among equals, but as an epic battle between good and evil. The core aim of propaganda, Aldous Huxley observed, is to make one group of people forget that another group is human; the pamphlet, cheerfully promising aspiring politicians that they could learn to speak like Newt, wove that logic, word by word, into Americans' political habits.

The language in the pamphlet is stark. It is evocative. It is so very, very clear. It also takes the advice Orwell gave to preserve the thing he most loved and puts it in service of the thing he most feared.

Orwell watched the rise of communism. He fought the rise of fascism. He observed, from a distance and, at times, from intimately close range, the blunt-force power of words. He saw how quickly a common language could be transformed into a divisive one--and how readily, in the tumult, new hatreds and fears could settle into the syntax of everyday life. And he knew that history, so rarely consigned to the past, would repeat--that the battles of the 20th century would very likely be refought, in some form, in the future.

He knew all that, but he could not know it all. And there are moments in "Politics and the English Language" that can read, today, as nearly naive, with its faith in facts and its hope that clarity could be our salvation. Orwell was a satirist, too--1984, he believed, was an example of the genre--but he did not account for the ways that irony could come for language itself. He did not imagine propaganda that does its work through winks and shrugs rather than shouts. He did not sense how possible it would become for people in the future, seeking his wisdom, to wonder whether use clear language offers any counsel at all.

This is not Orwell's failing, necessarily. And it need not be our own. If we look to him for refuge and find none, that means simply that we will have to use the words we have to create new advice, new axioms, new ways forward. We can take the insight that drove him--that words can expand the world, or limit it; that they can connect us to one another, or cleave us--and seek new means of clarity. We can treat language not just as a tool, but as a duty. We can keep remembering, and reminding one another, that 2 + 2 = 4.
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The Democratic Theory of Winning With Less

This election will be decided not by another big popular vote but by the slenderest of margins in the Rust Belt battlegrounds.

by Ronald Brownstein




For years, the dominant belief in both parties has been that Democrats need to run up a big lead in the national presidential popular vote to win an Electoral College majority. But in the dead-heat election of 2024, that may no longer be true. The distinctive dynamics of the 2024 campaign could allow Kamala Harris to eke out an Electoral College win even if Donald Trump runs better in the national popular vote this time than during his previous two campaigns.

The belief that Democrats need a big popular-vote win to prevail in the electoral vote hardened in the course of those two previous Trump campaigns. In 2020, Joe Biden beat Trump by a resounding 4.5 percentage points in the popular vote but still only squeezed past him by relatively small margins in the three Rust Belt battlegrounds of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin that decided the race. In 2016, Hillary Clinton beat Trump by two points in the national popular vote but narrowly lost those same three states, and with them the presidency.

That history has weighed heavily on Democrats as a procession of recent polls has shown Trump shrinking or even erasing Harris's national lead. But the pattern of differences among white, Black, and Latino voters found in most of those national surveys show how Harris could still potentially capture the 270 Electoral College votes needed for victory--even if she wins the nationwide popular vote by much less than Biden did in 2020, and possibly by only about the same margin that Clinton got in 2016.

The principal reason is that these recent polls show Trump making most of his gains in national support by performing better among Black and, especially, Latino voters than he did in either of those previous elections. Even the most favorable surveys for Trump consistently find Harris polling very close to Biden's level of support in 2020 among white voters, which had improved over Clinton's performance with that group by several points. In other words, Harris will likely rely a bit more on white voters than her party's past two nominees did.

That subtle shift is the crucial distinction from the earlier contests. It could allow Harris to scrape a win by sweeping the predominantly white, former "Blue Wall" battlegrounds of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, even if Trump improves over his prior popular-vote results by gaining among Black and Latino voters (and Black and Latino men in particular).

Read: Elon Musk wants you to think this election's being stolen

In each of his previous two races, Trump benefited because the decisive states leaned more Republican than the nation overall. In both 2016 and 2020, Wisconsin was the tipping-point state that provided the 270th Electoral College vote for the winner--first for Trump, then for Biden. In 2016, Trump ran about three percentage points better in Wisconsin than he did nationally; in 2020, he ran nearly four points better in Wisconsin than he did nationally, according to the University of Virginia Center for Politics.

The fact that Trump each time performed much better in the tipping-point state than he did in the national popular vote is central to the assumption that Democrats can't win the Electoral College without a popular-vote majority. But as the Center for Politics research demonstrates, that hasn't always been true.

The tipping-point states in the three presidential elections preceding 2016--Ohio in 2004 and Colorado in 2008 and 2012--each voted slightly more Democratic than the national popular vote. And in none of those elections was the disjunction between the tipping-point-state result and the national popular vote nearly as big as it was in 2016 or 2020. In fact, the gap between the national popular vote and the tipping-point state in Trump's two races was considerably wider than in any election since 1948, the Center found.

Polling in the past few weeks, however, has indicated that this gap has shrunk to virtually nothing. Trump and Harris remain locked in a virtual tie both nationally and in the swing states. With polls that closely matched, none of the swing states appears entirely out of reach for either candidate.

Still, professionals on both sides with whom I've spoken in recent days see a clear hierarchy to the states. Both camps give Harris her best chance for overall victory by winning in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin; Trump is considered stronger across the Sun Belt in North Carolina, Arizona, Georgia, and Nevada (ranked from most to least promising for him).

That separation reflects the race's unexpected racial dynamics. If Trump's polling gains among voters of color bear out in practice, that would benefit him the most in the Sun Belt battlegrounds. There, minority voters are such a large share of the electorate that even a small shift in their preferences--toward Trump--would greatly diminish Democrats' chances.

Whatever happens in the Sun Belt, though, if Harris sweeps the Rust Belt big three, she would reach exactly the 270 Electoral College votes needed to win (so long as she held all of the other states that Biden carried by about three percentage points or more, which is very likely). All three of those major industrial states are much less diverse than the nation as a whole: In 2020, white people cast about four-fifths of the vote in Michigan and Pennsylvania, and roughly nine-tenths of it in Wisconsin, according to census figures.

"One of the potential outcomes here is that at the end of the day, Trump will have gained with Blacks and Latinos and it may not have decided the Electoral College, if we don't need [the Sun Belt states] to win," Paul Maslin, a Democratic pollster with long experience in Wisconsin, told me.

Obviously, Harris has no guarantee that she could survive a smaller national popular-vote margin than Biden: The polls showing national gains for Trump could be capturing a uniform uptick in his support that would deliver slim victories across most--and possibly all--of the seven decisive states. Even the most optimistic Democrats see marginal wins in the battlegrounds as probably Harris's best-case scenario. But the prospect that she could hold the former Blue Wall states even while slipping nationally challenges the conventional wisdom that Democrats must amass a significant lead in the national popular vote to secure enough states to win the electoral vote.

"The Blue Wall states are the likeliest tipping point for either candidate," Kyle Kondik, the managing editor of the Sabato's Crystal Ball newsletter published by the Center on Politics, told me. "If the country moves two to three points to the right but those states only move a point or less, that's where you start to get the tipping point looking pretty close to the popular vote."

The Democratic strategist Mike Podhorzer, a former political director at the AFL-CIO, also believes that Harris could win the Electoral College with a smaller popular-vote advantage than most analysts have previously assumed. But he says the demographic characteristics of the swing states aren't the primary cause of this possibility. Rather, the key factor is that those states are experiencing the campaign in an immersive way that other states are not thanks to huge advertising spends, organizing efforts, and candidate appearances.

That disparity, he says, increases the odds that the battleground states can move in a different direction from the many states less exposed to such campaigning. Both Podhorzer and Kondik note that the 2022 midterm elections supported the general thesis: Although broad dissatisfaction with Biden allowed Republicans to win the national popular vote in House elections, Democrats ran much better in statewide contests across the most heavily contested battlegrounds, especially in Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Arizona.

"It is really the difference between how well you are doing outside the battlegrounds and inside the battlegrounds," Podhorzer told me. Inside the battlegrounds, he pointed out, voters have for years now been exposed at blast-force volume to each party's arguments on all the major issues. "The cumulative effect of it is that they have an awareness of what is at stake, a different worldview, than people living outside those states," he said.

The analogue to 2022 this year would be whether general disappointment in Biden's economic record increases Trump's popular-vote total in less-contested blue and red states alike, but Harris holds on to enough of the battlegrounds where voters are hearing the full dimensions of each side's case against the other.

Read: How the Trump resistance gave up

The same national polls that show Trump gaining among voters of color this year do not show much, if any, improvement for him compared with his 2020 performance among white voters. The latest aggregation of high-quality national public polls published by Adam Carlson, a former Democratic pollster, found that Harris is almost entirely preserving Biden's gains among white voters; that means Harris is also exceeding Clinton's showing with them from 2016.

The comparison with Clinton is instructive. Among voters of color, Clinton ran better in 2016 than either Biden in 2020 or how Harris is polling now. But Clinton lagged about three to four points below both of them among white voters. If Harris wins the popular vote by only about the same margin as Clinton, but more of Harris's lead relies on support from white voters, the vice president's coalition would be better suited to win the Rust Belt battlegrounds. In that scenario, Harris would assemble what political scientists call a more electorally "efficient" coalition than Clinton's.

Biden's margins of victory in the former Blue Wall states were so slim that Harris can't afford much erosion with voters of color even there. But two factors may mitigate that danger for her. One is that in the Rust Belt states, most voters of color are not Latino but Black, and Democrats feel more confident that they can minimize losses among the latter than among the former.

The other key factor is a subtle change in those states' white populations. Calculations from the latest census data provided to me by William Frey, a demographer at the nonpartisan Brookings Metro think tank, found that since 2020, white voters without a college degree--the demographic group in which Trump performs best--have declined as a share of eligible voters by about three percentage points in both Michigan and Wisconsin, and by about 1.5 points in Pennsylvania. In Michigan and Wisconsin, college-educated white voters, who now tilt mostly toward Harris, largely made up the difference; in Pennsylvania, the share of minority voters grew. In a typical election, these slight shifts in the electorate's composition probably would not matter, but they could in a contest as close as this one.

"There is still room to grow in the suburbs [across the region], and two things are going to contribute to that growth: January 6 and the Dobbs decision," Mike Mikus, a Pittsburgh-based Democratic consultant, told me, referring to the insurrection at the Capitol in 2021 and the 2022 Supreme Court ruling that overturned the constitutional right to abortion. The racist slurs against Puerto Rico at Trump's Madison Square Garden rally last weekend could also cost him with Pennsylvania's substantial Puerto Rican population.

Sweeping Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin with a smaller national-popular-vote lead than Biden's is nonetheless a high-wire assignment for Harris. A significant concern for Democratic strategists is whether the party has plausibly declined since 2020 only among voters of color, without suffering material losses among white voters as well.

One strategist with access to a wide array of party polls, who asked for anonymity to discuss that private research, told me that although many Democrats are optimistic that surveys overestimate Trump's strength among Black voters, a risk also exists that polls underestimate Trump's strength with white voters (something that has happened before). That risk will rise if Trump turns out unexpectedly large numbers of the blue-collar white voters who compose the largest share of infrequent voters in the Rust Belt battlegrounds.

However, the Republican pollster Whit Ayres told me that he is seeing the same divergence between slipping non-white support and steady white backing for Harris in his surveys--and he sees good reasons for that pattern potentially persisting through Election Day. "The Hispanic and African American weakness [for Harris] is a function of a memory of the Trump economy being better for people who live paycheck to paycheck than the Biden-Harris economy," Ayres said. "On the other hand, there are far more white voters who will be voting based on abortion and the future of democracy. There's a certain rationale behind those numbers, because they are making decisions based on different issues."

Democrats generally believe that they maintain a fragile edge in Michigan and Wisconsin, partly because many public polls show Harris slightly ahead, but even more because their party has built a better turnout operation than the GOP in those states. Pennsylvania looks like the toughest of the three for Harris and, in the eyes of many strategists in both parties, the state most likely to decide this breathtakingly close race.

"Looking statewide, I've always thought from the time she got in that Harris would do better in the suburbs and the cities than Biden, and Trump would do better in a lot of these redder counties, and the million-dollar question is what number is bigger and how much bigger," Mikus, the Pittsburgh-based consultant, told me.

Biden carried the Keystone state by only 1.2 percentage points while winning the national popular vote by nearly 4.5 points. Whether Trump wins a second term to execute his dark vision of "retribution" against "the enemy from within" may be determined by whether Harris can hold Pennsylvania while winning the national popular vote by much less, if at all. It would be a fitting conclusion to this bitter campaign if the state that decides the future shape of American democracy is the same one where the nation's Constitution was written 237 years ago.
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A Surprising Window Into the Growing Pains of Older Adults

The men of <em>The Golden Bachelorette </em>are looking for love--but they're also finding friendship with one another.

by Hannah Giorgis




For more than 25 years, some of reality TV's most memorable--and villainous--contenders have declared that they're "not here to make friends." But on The Golden Bachelorette, the second Bachelor-franchise installment focused on a romantic lead older than 60, friendship isn't a fruitless distraction from the main event. The new series follows the 61-year-old widow Joan Vassos and an eclectic group of men hoping to win her over--some of whom have also lost their spouse. In a pleasant break from standard reality-TV convention, including within the Bachelor franchise, many of the show's most charming moments focus on the friendships formed among Joan's suitors.

By highlighting the men's bonds with one another, the new series builds on The Golden Bachelor's refreshing exploration of finding love after grief, and the ways a person's identity can shift in late adulthood. Together, the men wrestle with profound changes brought on by widowhood, retirement, divorce, and other big transitions. In its inaugural season, The Golden Bachelorette has offered a rare window into some of the distinct social and emotional challenges that Americans encounter later in life--and the varied connections that help them mitigate such weighty stressors.

Last year, Joan was an early favorite on The Golden Bachelor, where she quickly captured the septuagenarian widower Gerry Turner's interest. But after just three episodes, the mother of four walked away from the show to care for her newly postpartum daughter. Yet being on the program offered Joan an emotional reward beyond finding a permanent partner. During her brief time as a contestant, "My heart kind of got a little fix from Gerry," she said during a tearful exit. "As you get older, you become more invisible. People don't see you anymore." Her words resonated with many Golden Bachelor viewers, especially franchise newcomers and other women around her age. Now, with Joan at the fore, The Golden Bachelorette sheds light on the inner complexities of the men who are hoping she'll see them. And by turning its attention to the unlikely intimacy forged among the male contestants, the show pushes beyond the one-dimensional stoicism that's common in depictions of men their age.

Most of the two dozen men competing for Joan's affections, who are between 57 and 69, have experienced bereavement or devastating heartbreak. Although the world of The Golden Bachelorette--where the suitors live with one another under the same roof--is obviously a staged environment, the losses the contestants have suffered are very real: As of 2023, more than 16 percent of Americans who are 60 or older (about 13 million people) were widowed. Losing a spouse has tremendous consequences for the surviving partner's physical, mental, and emotional health--which can begin even prior to bereavement, especially for caregiving spouses. And yet, "we as a society are not necessarily super skilled and comfortable at talking about death and loss," Jane Lowers, an assistant professor at Emory University School of Medicine, told me. "Some people will back away from engaging with somebody who's going through grief." A partner's death can also lead to a crisis of self, she added, if the bereaved spouse had come to see caregiving, or being half of a marital unit, as their essential identity.

On The Golden Bachelorette, loss largely brings people together, even as it prompts difficult internal reckonings. Many of Joan's most meaningful conversations with her suitors make reference to her late husband, the milestones they shared, and her conflicting feelings as she attempts to find love again. But even when she isn't around, the men speak candidly about grief--Joan's, as well as their own. When one suitor announces that he's leaving the mansion because his mother died, the others rally around him, with some tearing up as they offer their condolences and reflect on how beautiful his interactions with Joan have been.

Read: Reality (TV) is getting kinder

Another moving exchange involves a widower named Charles, who has spent almost six years racked with guilt, wondering if he could've done something to save his wife from a fatal brain aneurysm. Speaking with Guy, an emergency-room doctor, Charles shares that one detail of his wife's death has always troubled him--and he looks visibly relieved when Guy reassures him, after explaining the science, that there was nothing he could have done. Later, as Charles recalls this conversation when talking with Joan, he tells her that "it changed my life." These scenes aren't just a striking contrast to the hostile atmosphere that's typical of many dating-oriented competition series in which the contestants spent time together; they're also an instructive representation of relationship-building among older men. Rather than peaceably keeping to themselves, the Golden Bachelorette men prioritize vulnerability and openness with one another. "I came in, arrived at the mansion with sadness, missed my wife," Charles says when he leaves midway through the season. "After several weeks here at the mansion, it really helped me ... the remaining friends, we bond together. We opened our hearts."
 
 The silent anguish that Charles describes has dangerous real-world ramifications: After the death of a spouse, widowers experience higher rates of mortality, persistent depression, and social isolation than widows do. "It's in part because they don't have these close friendships like we're seeing on the show," Deborah Carr, a sociology professor at Boston University and the author of Golden Years? Social Inequality in Later Life, told me. "Their social ties often were through work, and then that diminishes once they retire--or their former wives did the role."

But widowers aren't the only demographic represented on The Golden Bachelorette. And today's older Americans have far more complex social lives than in years past, partly because marriage, companionship, and caregiving all look different--and, often, less predictable--than they did several decades ago. Now about 36 percent of adults who get divorced are older than 50, a rising phenomenon known as gray divorce. As Carr put it, "We're certainly moving away from that 'one marriage for life'"--which shifts how single adults past 50 see their romantic prospects.

The Golden Bachelorette chronicles what it takes for contestants to open themselves up to love, romantic or otherwise. As these changes happen in real time, the show keeps an eye toward the importance of emotional transparency when navigating later-in-life relationships. The men on the show sometimes acknowledge that they were raised to feel uncomfortable with overt displays of sentimentality, but they appear to recognize the long-term toll of suppressing their feelings. Carr added that she was pleased to see how quickly a group of men with so little in common came to embrace one another. "Even though it's an artificial situation," she noted, "a lot of those lessons can be imported to other men."

On The Golden Bachelor, the isolated production environment ended up nudging the women toward one another, too. "We were all sequestered in this mansion without our phones and television and social media, so it made it very easy to connect with people very quickly at a deep level," Kathy Swarts, one of the contestants, told me. When we spoke, Kathy was just leaving Pennsylvania, where she'd been visiting Susan Noles, one of her closest friends from The Golden Bachelor. Both told me, in separate conversations, that they counted joining the show as a transformative choice, and that their age also gave them a unique perspective on discovering love--whether with Gerry or with new friends. For Susan, watching the men navigate the same journey has been fascinating--and it's different from watching the franchise's earlier seasons, or other reality shows, because the contestants are mostly parents and grandparents.

"We've given our lives to our children," Susan explained, adding that younger contestants have "not experienced what we have--we've had the ups, the downs, the horrible, the broken hearts, the happy moments." By the time they enter the mansion, the Golden contestants largely know who they are and what they want. That changes what it means to win: Though they may not come to the show looking for new platonic bonds, we see the participants recognize the beauty of forging friendships with peers who meet them as individuals--not as extensions of their families or employers. This season's men may have begun as strangers, but they leave The Golden Bachelorette having found a "group of brothers," as one departing participant calls his competitors.
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The Giant Asterisk on Election Betting

A disputed outcome could throw prediction markets into chaos.

by Lila Shroff




On Election Night, millions of Americans will watch anxiously as the ballot counts stream in. Most will be worried about the political future of their country. Some will also have money on the line.



Over the past several months, election betting has gone mainstream. On Polymarket, perhaps the most popular political-betting site, people have wagered more than $200 million on the outcome of the U.S. presidential election. The election forecaster Nate Silver recently joined the company as an adviser, and its election odds have been cited by media outlets including CNN, Bloomberg, and The New York Times. Polymarket is officially off-limits to U.S. users, but the website is still accessible using technical work-arounds. Americans can directly place bets on other platforms such as PredictIt and Kalshi, the latter of which was recently approved to offer legal election betting. Just this week, the investing app Robinhood launched its own presidential-election market.



In a sense, election betting is like sports betting: Think Donald Trump will win next week? Put money down on it, and profit if you're right. But these sites present themselves as more than just a way to make a quick buck. They assert that how people bet, whether on the benign (who will be the next James Bond?) or the consequential (will Israel and Hamas reach a cease-fire before the end of the year?), can help forecast the future. Because there's money involved, the thinking goes, these prediction markets leverage the collective wisdom of what people actually think will occur, not what they hope will. For example, this summer, prediction markets accurately forecast President Joe Biden's withdrawal from the race. If they are right about the election, Donald Trump has the edge: On Polymarket, for instance, Trump currently has roughly a 65 percent chance of winning the election.



But what will happen if the outcome is contested? Many Trump loyalists are already preparing for the next "Stop the Steal" campaign rooted in unfounded claims of a rigged election. A disputed election could plunge these betting sites into chaos. Prediction markets sometimes describe themselves as "truth machines." But that's a challenging role to assume when Americans can't agree on what the basic truth even is.



Prediction markets have become popular among Trump supporters--no doubt because they show that Trump is favored to win even as the polls remain deadlocked. If Trump loses, election denialists may look to the betting markets as part of their evidence that the race was stolen. The groundwork is already being laid. "More accurate than polls," Elon Musk recently tweeted to his more than 200 million followers on X, alongside an image displaying Trump's favorable Polymarket odds. "You shouldn't believe the polls," J. D. Vance has agreed. "I think that chart's about right," he said in reference to Kalshi's presidential odds. Even Trump himself has talked up his betting odds, both online and in real life. "I don't know what the hell it means, but it means that we're doing pretty well," he recently said of Polymarket, during a speech in Michigan. Indeed, if you follow only betting markets, a Trump loss might even be surprising, potentially fueling claims of foul play.



Prediction markets have already received significant attention in the lead-up to the election, but this might be only the start. Strange activity could occur on these betting sites after the polls close. That's because most of these markets will remain open for bets for weeks and months after the election, in some cases as late as Inauguration Day. A significant amount of money will likely be wagered after votes have been cast, and the market odds could diverge from election results.



That's what happened during the previous presidential election. In 2020, even after an audit had confirmed Biden's win in Georgia and his victory was certified, PredictIt still gave Trump a nontrivial chance of winning the state, at one point reaching as high as 17 percent. Putting money on a Trump win after he officially lost wouldn't make much sense--unless, that is, you genuinely believed that the election was stolen or that Trump would be successful in an extralegal attempt to overturn results. This time around, with more money on the line and election denialism already in the air, a contested election could result in even more anomalous election odds after the polls close. In other words, betting markets can't be disentangled from a reality in which a segment of the country does not believe the election results.



Especially on Polymarket, such a scenario could get weird fast. Polymarket runs on the blockchain--bets are made with cryptocurrency, and official decisions about who wins are made by the holders of a crypto token called UMA. If there is a disagreement over what occurred, UMA token-holders can vote to determine the official outcome. These are not lawyers scrupulously analyzing predefined rules, but people considering evidence posted to a Discord server. Although token-holders have strong incentives to vote honestly, the system is still vulnerable to manipulation. And in a highly contentious election, things could get messy.



Consider how the Venezuelan presidential election this summer played out on Polymarket. According to Polymarket's rules, the winner was to be determined based primarily on "official information from Venezuela." Given that the authoritarian incumbent Nicolas Maduro controlled the election, bettors initially favored him by a sizable margin--in part, because it seemed likely that he would stay in power, regardless of how Venezuelans voted. That's what happened. Although the opposition candidate, Edmundo Gonzalez, got more votes, Maduro stole the election. But the UMA arbiters declared Gonzalez the winner, overriding Polymarket's original rules. Some bettors defended the decision: Rubber-stamping Maduro's fraudulent win, they argued, would be "very bad, even dystopian." Others felt they had been scammed. "What happens next, if Trump doesnt recognize the election results," wrote one user in the Polymarket comments section.



Venezuela is a unique case. Trump cannot steal the election like Maduro did--he's not even currently in office. Still, UMA decision makers could go against official sources if the results are disputed. Even in the case of a contested election, such an outcome would be unlikely because it would be a massive blow to Polymarket's credibility, Frank Muci, a policy fellow at the London School of Economics, told me. However, he added, "if there are Supreme Court rulings and dissenting opinions and Trump is saying that the election was really stolen, [then] politics may override the narrow bottom line." Polymarket, which did not respond to multiple requests for comment, could always intervene and overrule UMA's results. It didn't do so after the Venezuela debacle, but earlier this year Polymarket refunded some users after UMA got a resolution wrong.



Other election-betting sites have more precautions in the case of a contested election. Both Kalshi and PredictIt determine market outcomes in-house. Xavier Sottile, the head of markets at Kalshi, said in an email that if Kalshi's users have a credible reason to dispute who is declared the winner on the platform, the company has "an independent market outcome review committee" that includes "election-focused academics" to verify the resolution. But if people disagree on who won the election, some percentage of bettors are destined to be deeply unhappy, no matter how fairly these markets are resolved.



After the election, betting sites may look less like oracles than mirrors, reflecting the nation's disunity back at us. In 2020, Trump's outsize odds on prediction markets following Biden's win led Nate Silver to write that that markets were "detached from reality." So too is our country. Many Republicans falsely believe that Trump won the last election, a lie that Vance has repeated of late. In a way, prediction markets act as a microcosm of America's political psyche, distilling the confusion of our political moment into tidy charts.
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Democrats Are Treating a Big Win as a Liability

They don't want to talk about how President Biden's policies have created an EV-manufacturing boom.

by Patrick George




Representative Elissa Slotkin, a Michigan Democrat in a tight race for a Senate seat, has been on the defensive about a manufacturing renaissance happening in her own backyard.



Thanks to incentives that President Joe Biden's administration has championed in the Inflation Reduction Act and other legislation, Michigan alone could see 50,000 or more new jobs by 2030 brought on by the boom in electric vehicles. And yet, in a new ad, Slotkin all but disavows EVs, telling voters, "I live on a dirt road, nowhere near a charging station, so I don't own an electric car."



"No one should tell us what to buy, and no one is going to mandate anything," she says in the ad. "What you drive is your call--no one else's." Only in between such assurances does Slotkin allow that if an EV boom is happening, she'd rather those cars be built in Michigan than in China.



Normally, an economic explosion of this magnitude would be the kind of win that any politician would fight for and hinge reelections on. But Slotkin's party is clearly not winning the information war over electric vehicles. The IRA is spurring General Motors, Ford, Volvo, BMW, and many others to retrofit old car plants and build new battery factories across the U.S., challenging China for control over the technology of the future. Economic stories like Michigan's are playing out in Georgia, Nevada, North and South Carolina, and Tennessee, too. Yet, according to recent data from the nonprofit advocacy group American EV Jobs Alliance, more than 75 percent of the political messaging about EVs this election cycle has been negative. Donald Trump has been railing against what he and critics falsely call electric-vehicle "mandates" for drivers; Vice President Kamala Harris hasn't exactly been on camera ripping hard launches in an electric Hummer the way Biden did in 2021. Instead, she too has been reassuring crowds that "I will never tell you what car you have to drive." Democrats have decided to treat what should have been one of the biggest manufacturing and job wins of the past century as a political liability.



"I think the great, irritating tragedy to all this is the actual story of EVs and auto jobs is a very good one," says Mike Murphy, a longtime Republican political consultant who co-founded the American EV Jobs Alliance and also runs the EV Politics Project, which is dedicated to pushing Republicans towards EV adoption. His group found that most political messaging about EVs references people being forced to drive electric someday under some kind of "gas car ban" that starts with layoffs now and will ultimately kill the American auto industry. None of that is true; nowhere in the U.S. has "mandates" that every person must drive an electric car. Trump has also repeatedly and misleadingly said that EVs "don't go far" (their ranges can rival gas vehicles) and are "all going to be made in China" while comically overstating the cost of building electric-vehicle chargers. Somehow, it seems to be working. During this election, the narrative has spun out of control, particularly in Michigan, Murphy told me. Tens of thousands of new manufacturing jobs are coming to Michigan because of EVs, Murphy said. "The problem is that it's the biggest secret of the campaign."



The Biden administration did set a goal of increased EV sales--that 50 percent of all new cars sold in 2030 would have zero tailpipe emissions. Functionally, that means developing a robust local battery-manufacturing ecosystem after America and the rest of the world spent decades outsourcing it to China. And the IRA was meant to give carmakers and parts suppliers the teeth to actually do that work. Ample evidence suggests that the act's plans are working as intended--especially in red and swing states. The Hyundai Motor Group has sped up the opening of Georgia's biggest-ever economic-development project, its new $7.6 billion EV-making "Metaplant." Last week, Scout Motors--a classic American brand revived by the Volkswagen Group--unveiled an electric truck and SUV that it aims to manufacture in South Carolina at a new $2 billion factory by 2027. Tennessee is becoming an epicenter for battery-making, thanks to some $15 billion invested for various EV projects. And Kentucky is also seeing billions in job-creating investments from Toyota, Rivian, and other companies as it seeks to become what Governor Andy Beshear has called "the EV capital of the United States." Cleaner cars, manufactured at home, with battery technology no longer firmly in the hands of a geopolitical adversary--from an electoral perspective, what's not to like?



Yet Democrats on the campaign trail are reluctant to talk about any of this. And so far, American car buyers simply aren't as willing to buy EVs as policy makers and automakers hoped. EV sales have risen significantly since the early days of the Biden administration, but they haven't taken off the way automakers believed they would. GM, for example, once projected 1 million EVs produced by 2025 but will have scored a major victory if it can sell 100,000 by the end of this year. Those slower-than-expected sales, plus the fact that automakers are getting crushed on still-high battery costs, have led several companies to cancel or delay new EV projects. Plenty of Americans have little to no personal exposure to cars outside the gas-powered ones they've been driving for a century, and still regard EVs as expensive toys for wealthy people on the coasts.
 
 Democrats have not yet figured out how to square these two realities: American voters might support the jobs that EV manufacturing creates, but they can be fearful of or even hostile toward the product. Instead, the party has ceded rhetorical ground to Trump's line of attack: that Biden's (and presumably Harris's) policies are meant to force Americans to someday buy a car they don't want, or even "take away your car," as the Heritage Foundation has put it. "The Republican Party in the Senate race has been pounding, pounding, pounding on the [internal-combustion engine] ban, which is a scary thing that tests pretty well if you want to scare voters, particularly in Michigan," Murphy said. The GOP's anti-EV sentiment has been helped along, too, by the fossil-fuel industry's ad campaigns.



Meanwhile, the CEOs of Ford, General Motors, and the EV start-up Rivian have all expressed dismay about how politicized vehicle propulsion has become. The Tesla CEO Elon Musk doesn't seem to be much help: Trump has repeatedly said that Musk has never asked him to go easier on EVs, something Musk cheerfully reaffirmed on X. Trump has vowed to repeal Biden's EV "mandate" on day one of his presidency; whether he can without an act of Congress is the subject of intense speculation in the auto industry. Then again, a Trump sweep could mean he'd get the firepower to do exactly that, by targeting the tax breaks to buy EVs, the incentives to manufacture them, or both. Trump is unlikely to be able to halt a transition happening at car companies all over the world, but he could delay it or put the U.S. further behind the curve.



In theory, no red-state governor or member of Congress should want to give up the jobs that the EV boom is creating. (Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, has contended that EV manufacturing will mean job losses for the auto industry overall, even though Honda and LG Energy Solution are committing some $4 billion to its future electric "hub" in Vance's home state of Ohio.) But the success of this manufacturing boom in Georgia or Michigan does hinge on people actually buying those products. One recent survey by an automotive research group found that a person's political identity has become less associated with EV acceptance. But Republican rhetoric could reverse that. Murphy pointed to one recent poll his group conducted showing that 62 percent of Michigan respondents said the government's push to adopt more electric vehicles is a bad thing for the state. Until recently, he told me, he felt that the auto industry's leaders weren't spooked by the political push against EVs. Now, he said, "they ought to be."
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Is Journalism Ready for a Second Trump Administration?

A conversation with <em>The Atlantic</em>'s editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg

by Hanna Rosin




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

On the campaign trail, Donald Trump has been very clear about the shape of his revenge against the mainstream media. He's mused, a few times, about throwing reporters in jail if they refuse to leak their sources. He's talked about taking away broadcast licenses of networks he's deemed unfriendly. He's made it clear that he will notice if any member of the press gets too free with their critiques and do his best to get in their way. These last couple of weeks, we've gotten a signal that maybe his threats are having an impact. Both The Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times had prepared endorsements of Kamala Harris, and their owners asked them at the last minute not to run them. Media reporters floated the obvious question of whether the owners backed off to appease Trump.

In this episode, we talk to Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic. This year, The Atlantic made the decision, rare in its history but consistent during the Trump years, to endorse a presidential candidate. (You can read the magazine's endorsement of Kamala Harris here.) Goldberg talks about navigating both pressures from owners and threats from the administration. And we discuss the urgent question of whether the media, pummeled and discredited for years by Trump, is ready for a second Trump administration.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Journalists who have covered Donald Trump's rallies--and I am one--know that it's an uncomfortable situation. He'll be giving a speech and mention the "fake media" or talk about reporters as the "enemy of the American people," and then the crowd will all turn towards the press area and start pointing and booing.

Trump has said he would jail reporters who don't reveal sources or take away broadcast licenses for outlets he doesn't like. So there's been a longtime standoff between the free press and a possible future president--which, in these last few days leading up to the election, has gotten a lot more real.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Recently, the Los Angeles Times and The Washington Post, at the 11th hour, decided not to endorse a political candidate, because their owners asked them not to. Both of these papers were going to endorse Kamala Harris, so the last-second decision certainly makes it look like they were backing off to appease Trump.

Motives aside, though, this moment raises an urgent question: Can The Washington Post; the L.A. Times; us, The Atlantic; all of American journalism stand up to a second Trump administration? Today, days before the election, we have with us our own editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, to talk about what's at stake in this endorsement story.

Here's our conversation.

[Music]

Rosin: As you know, the L.A. Times and The Washington Post made news for announcing they would not be endorsing in this presidential race. What was your reaction to that news?

Jeffrey Goldberg: My reaction was that they are not masters of excellent timing. If they had decided that, which is a perfectly fine position to take--and in retrospect, I kind of, sort of wish we took that position in 2016.

Rosin: You do?

Goldberg: Kind of. I just said, "kind of, sort of." That, I think, connotes ambivalence. Look--I see both sides of the issue, but that's not the issue right now with the L.A. Times or The Washington Post.

If you're going to decide that, decide it deliberately. Decide it, well, I would say, any time except two weeks before the most contentious and possibly closest election in American history.

The timing was exquisitely bad. I mean, you could not have chosen a worse time to make these decisions, and it's mind-boggling.

Rosin: So what you're saying is: It's perfectly legitimate for us to have a debate and for newspapers, internally, to have a debate about whether endorsements or not are appropriate. Because, you know, Jeff Bezos, who owns The Washington Post, gave reasons in his op-ed for why he didn't think endorsements were appropriate. So that's a totally legitimate debate. It's just that the timing of it is not right.

Goldberg: Yeah. The timing was awful in that it created mistrust, anger, anxiety. It's way too late to make that decision. I mean, there's a separate issue. I do believe that it's the owner's prerogative to decide if a newspaper should endorse X person or Y person.

Put aside the practical arguments, which, you know--does it really change anybody's mind? Does it really do anything? I think it's a perfectly legitimate thing to say that no journalism organization should speak in that kind of declarative voice.

You have a bunch of columnists. You have opinion writers. You have all kinds of people, podcasters. They should talk about what they think is going on in the election. They could talk about who they think is better and who is worse. I get all the sides of it. It's just--it's a little late in the process to announce that you're not going to endorse.

Rosin: The Post's owner, Jeff Bezos--he did defend the decision in his op-ed, saying, Americans don't trust the news media, and this is a move to restore that trust. Setting the timing aside for a minute, what do you think of that defense?

Goldberg: Horseshit. I think it's horseshit. I thought the whole first three, four paragraphs of that were horseshit, blaming the victim. I mean, it's true. It's true. The media is very, very low in polls of trustworthiness, lower than even Congress at this point, but there's a reason for that. And a very large reason is that there's a concerted, multiyear, billion-dollar campaign to undermine public trust in traditional modes of American journalism.

I mean, Elon Musk and Donald Trump are just two of the people who are organizing a campaign to make sure that Americans don't trust fact-based journalism. Fact-based journalism doesn't work for them, and so they are literally killing the messenger. And so for Jeff Bezos to write that we, in the press, have a problem and that no one trusts us, without alerting people to one of the huge reasons why, strikes me as ridiculous.

Rosin: I see. So it's horseshit because (A) it doesn't apply to The Washington Post--The Washington Post is not part of the problem--and (B) he didn't elaborate in any even remotely brave way about what he meant.

Goldberg: There's a war going on against the quote-unquote mainstream media. People who do not want to be investigated by mainstream journalists, by investigative reporters who are professionally trained to uncover things that powerful people don't want uncovered--the powerful people have organized themselves in a way to make sure that no citizen trusts The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal, The Atlantic, The New Yorker, the networks, the Associated Press, Reuters, plus a whole bevy of other investigative outfits.

They want to destroy our ability to communicate to people that we're trying--I mean, look: I'm not saying that we always get things right. We don't always get things right. But they have a vested interest in making sure that people don't trust those outlets, because those outlets are investigating them. And for Jeff Bezos--who is part of the oligarchic class, obviously--for Jeff Bezos to write this op-ed or have it written for him without acknowledging this fundamental fact seemed to be absurd.

Rosin: So readers, as we know, reacted by canceling their subscriptions, 250,000 so far. And I have--

Goldberg: Which is crazy.

Rosin: Crazy. I have many friends who work on the Post. It's adding up to what? Is it a tenth or an eighth of their subscription base?

Goldberg: I think it's 10 percent of their subscription base.

Rosin: Which has already been waning over the last many years.

Goldberg: Well, I mean, it did grow. I mean, it grew in the Trump era. A lot of people believed them, as they should have, when they said that Trump was a threat to the democratic order and to the American idea. They made their motto literally "Democracy dies in darkness."

A large number of people who were opposed to Trumpism became subscribers. What do they think is going to happen to those subscribers? The feeling of betrayal. I mean, I've talked to so many people who canceled or were thinking of canceling. The feeling of betrayal was deep in ways that I was even surprised. And here was an example of Jeff Bezos not understanding the consequences of his decision making.

Rosin: One obvious conclusion--or even mild conclusion--is that Jeff Bezos is concerned about what Trump thinks, which leads me to think that if Trump wins, lots of newspapers might have to account for that in their decision making and thinking. Like, it feels like that's how a chilling effect comes to be, is that you have to take into account what Trump thinks, even if it's minor. Like, I'll lose some customers, or I won't get this contract or another contract, that you have to be thinking about that, and that becomes part of the decision making.

Goldberg: Yeah. Look: no reason to disbelieve Bezos when he says that the meeting between Trump, Trump's people, and the Blue Origin--his space company--the CEO of that space company that happened that same day was coincidental. He didn't even know. He runs a very large organization. That's completely plausible that he had no idea that the timing was just terribly bad for him.

The larger point is: If you have multifarious business dealings with the federal government, and you're worried about a revenge-minded president with authoritarian predilections, it's asking a lot of a CEO not to take the threat that that president poses into account when you make decisions, which suggests to me that he's not equipped to be the owner of a newspaper.

The owner of a newspaper should place him or herself in a structurally oppositional frame of mind, which is: You have to be counter-opportunistic. Oh, the government's gonna cut my $3 billion contract. Screw them. I'm going to do what's right, and I'm going to stand up for the newspaper. 

If you're not equipped to own a publication, you really shouldn't. You just really shouldn't. And, you know, the shame of this is that, from everything I could see and everything that we all could see, he was pretty good at owning The Washington Post for a while.

Rosin: Well, that makes me wonder if the industry, as a whole, is ready for a possible second Trump administration. I mean, what you just described sounds like a kind of steeling and bravery that you have to be prepared for. And if Jeff Bezos, who has a huge amount of power, you know--like, if he loses a chunk, what does it matter?

If he can't do it, doesn't that make you worry about the industry in general?

Goldberg: Well, it depends, person to person. I mean, Patrick Soon-Shiong, who is the owner of the Los Angeles Times, is in a different category. He and his family, apparently, just believe in meddling. I mean, they believe that--look: Let me take one step back and note that ownership in the American system--ownership of a publication or a quality publication or a putatively quality publication in the American system--is very complicated and counterintuitive.

You buy a thing. As a rich person, you buy a publication, a business, and then you have to promise not to interfere with the running of the business. That's the way it's worked, traditionally. You have to--literally, there's no other business that I could think of where, you know, you go out and buy a bakery, and the first thing the bakery manager tells you is, Do not tell us what kind of bread to make, and if you do, all your employees are going to excoriate you publicly. You'd kind of be like, Well, I thought the fun part of owning a bakery is getting them to make bread I like, you know. And that's what journalism is, and this is my relationship with our owner at The Atlantic.

You know, she turns over to me decision making on all editorial matters. We have a relationship of trust, and we communicate, and I use her as a sounding board all the time, and it's a healthy relationship. But she accepts the line that our culture has devised and that a healthy democratic culture devises so that ownership is separate from editorial.

Rosin: Right. Okay. Earlier this month, The Atlantic endorsed Kamala Harris, which is the fifth time that the magazine has made an endorsement: Lincoln, LBJ, and then three times in the last three elections, all while Trump was the candidate and while you've been editor in chief.

Goldberg: Well, the first time, actually, was becoming editor, but I wasn't yet editor. I had a lot to do with the editorial, but just technically speaking.

Rosin: Okay, so why did you break the mold here?

Goldberg: The Atlantic promises its readers that it's going to be of no party or clique. That's written to the founding manifesto of The Atlantic, written in 1857 and signed by Ralph Waldo Emerson and Harriet Beecher Stowe and Herman Melville and Nathaniel Hawthorne and all the rest. And, you know, I do not want to screw with those guys, right? (Clears throat.)

I just don't want their ghosts haunting me. So we try very, very hard to be of no party or clique. But to me, the issue of Donald Trump is not an issue of party. I believe, and I think The Atlantic has expressed this belief in its journalism for 160-plus years: We believe that a strong conservative party, a strong conservative strain in American thinking, and a strong liberal strain--that makes a democracy healthy.

Let these ideas battle it out, and let the people decide who has the better idea. So we are a big tent, where we try to have differing opinions, but we don't support a particular party. And if Hillary Clinton in 2016 were running against Mitt Romney, John McCain, Marco Rubio, you know, Jeb Bush--name the list--we would have felt no urge whatsoever to endorse.

But I looked back, and others looked back at the 1964 endorsement of Lyndon Johnson to try to understand what that was about. And it was not about Barry Goldwater's positions on taxation or about privatization of government resources or even, in a way, foreign policy. It was about his demeanor. It was about his character. It was about his extremism.

And so the endorsement of LBJ was less an endorsement of LBJ than a warning about Barry Goldwater's characterological defects. So when the subject of Trump comes up, we're not looking at what he thinks we should do about the taxation of tips, or even his position on NATO, as ridiculous as I personally find it.

It's about his honesty. It's about his mental fitness. It's about his moral fitness. It's about his racism. It's about his expressed misogyny. It's about all those things. So it's not about party. It's not about ideas. It's about behavior and disposition and the threat that he poses.

And so in 2016, and then again, for reasons of consistency, if nothing else, in 2020 and now in 2024, we felt a need to endorse--again, not because he's a conservative, because he's not actually a conservative.

Rosin: Now, in any of these times, did you ever have doubts--like, real, serious doubts that you should do it?

Goldberg: No. Again, in retrospect, getting into it, I understand where, you know, if Bezos had announced a year ago, You know what? We just don't want to do this anymore--I totally understand the arguments for not doing it. We did it with Hillary. And remember: We were also, like everybody, in shock, in a kind of shock.

People who cover politics and know American politics--we were shocked that the Republican Party chose this person to be its standard-bearer four years after it picked Mitt Romney and eight years after it picked John McCain. How is this even possible?

So in that shock, in disbelief, I think we are more predisposed to say, You know what? This is so abnormal that we must say something. Then once you say it in 2016 and you see what he's done over four years, then in 2020, how is it not possible to do the same thing? And then after January 6, 2021, it seemed pretty obvious to me that we would have to keep going with these anti-endorsements.

Rosin: And in your mind, does that shift the magazine's position to less of an observer-critic and more of a participant in the election?

Goldberg: The magazine is a participant in the election in that members of the writers collective of The Atlantic are pretty clear, in many different ways, about how they feel about Donald Trump, what they think about Donald Trump.

And by the way, we're not a resistance magazine, and I've said this over and over again. If we could run pro-Trump material that could pass through our fact-checking process, I would print it. Our goal is to say things that are true, right?

And so we do have pieces, from time to time, that come in that do argue that "X Trump policy is smart." We ran a piece recently by H. R. McMaster, his former national security advisor, who said, You know what? Don't throw the baby out with the bathwater. Some of the things that he's done may be for the wrong reasons. Maybe he executed them stupidly. But these ideas are good ideas.

So we'll run pieces like that. Again, it just has to get through fact-checking. So yes--it's a definitively different kind of decision when you speak in an institutional voice, no byline, and say, The Atlantic believes that X person should be president and not Y person.

And yes, you can create an image out in the world that you are now aligned with a party. That's why I'm so sensitive on this question of being of no party or clique, because this is not about Republican--

If, in the next election, the Republicans nominate, God knows, near anybody, I don't feel, you know--as long as they adhere to basic notions of rule of law, as long as they exercise self-restraint in their behavior and speech, as long as they haven't been proven to try to have overthrown the government.

I mean, I was down there on January 6. I saw, I heard his speech. And then I walked down to the Capitol. I know what he did. You know, there's two candidates in the race right now. One tried to overthrow the government; the other didn't. It's not that hard to say, as an institution, We're against overthrowing the government.

And so yeah, there are consequences to all these decisions, but I'm comfortable with the decision. As I said, there's a part of me that wishes that we hadn't gotten involved in that, but I'm also proud of the fact that we took these stands.

Rosin: In what?

Goldberg: In institutional endorsement.

Rosin: Like, if you could avoid it, you would?

Goldberg: Well, look: The Atlantic. I mean, one of the lessons of looking back at The Atlantic, you know, one of the great mysteries, by the way--I haven't been able to figure this out: 1860, The Atlantic endorses Lincoln for president. 1864, no endorsement. It's like, What does a guy have to do?

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right.

Goldberg: You know, jeez louise. I don't know. I mean, I would love to find the papers, if there are papers, that communicate why they didn't run an endorsement. (Laughs.) But anyway, you go from 1860 to 1964. You jump 104 years into the future before they endorse again. You know, as the editor in the Trump presidency, in the Trump era, I've got to say, Hmm, for 105, 104 years, they managed not to endorse. That means something. And so, you know, obviously, there's going to be ambivalence in my thinking.

Rosin: Okay. Time to leave Lincoln and enter the future. After the break, we talk about what a second Trump era might look like.

[Break]

Rosin: All right. So you've touched on some of the stakes. Let's contemplate an actual Trump era. Like, we're living in a Trump era. You yourself have faced specific--well, I'll take that back. The Atlantic has faced specific threats--

Goldberg: No. You could say me. It's true.

Rosin: --from Trump. And, specifically, in response to your reporting. So in 2020, you reported that Trump called veterans and fallen soldiers "suckers" and "losers," which has clearly remained on Trump's mind. Your recent reporting that he wished he had "the kind of generals Hitler had" also struck a chord. He's not a fan. He's interested in settling scores. Do you actually run through scenarios about the actual things that the magazine could face under a Trump presidency?

Goldberg: Sure. I don't want to go into specifics, but there are, obviously--and again, I'm not trying to be dramatic here. I don't expect storm troopers to come and try to padlock the doors of The Atlantic on January 20 if Trump should win or Trump should seize power in some manner or form.

But there are, obviously, ways that someone bent on revenge could take his revenge, not just on The Atlantic but a lot of the press and other institutions in American life. So of course we think about it. But you know, there's exactly zero choice here. If you find out something that's true, and it's relevant for your readers, you just gotta--I don't mean to sound self-righteous or anything, but that's literally the job. So you've got to do it, regardless of what the threat may be.

Rosin: I mean, I actually do think about what it looks like, because this is a relatively new situation for Americans, for American journalists. I do have trouble imagining what it would look like to operate in that kind of atmosphere. Like, how does a president get in the way of American journalism?

Goldberg: Right. I mean, look: There are--I'm not talking about us, specifically, now--but there have been discussions broadly across journalism. Obviously, one thing that Trump has talked about again and again is changing the libel laws, right? And this would require the Supreme Court to overturn a decision made in the 1960s about what constitutes libel.

But it wouldn't surprise me if they--and people who are supportive of Trump fund efforts to make it harder for journalists to do their jobs vis-a-vis, you know, nuisance lawsuits and trying to get legislation changed and trying to get the Supreme Court behind this legislation that would make it much easier to win libel suits against journalism organizations.

So there's that. That's a threat. There are other things that can happen, obviously. Something that's been talked about a lot is the use of the IRS against enemies. I mean, obviously, in normal-behaving administrations, you're not allowed to politicize the tax-auditing process, but I don't put that past them, obviously.

There are a bunch of things that you can do that don't involve, you know, frog-marching journalists to jail. I go back to this point: They're helping to create an atmosphere that's comprehensively hostile to work that previous American presidents--I'm going all the way back to Thomas Jefferson now--previous American presidents understood was indispensable to the smooth functioning of democracy. Which is to say: have a robust, independent press that could not be punished, jailed, silenced by a government.

Rosin: So that's the thing that I most worry about, is the shifting understanding of facts and truth. In your conversation with Barack Obama a couple of years ago, it was very interesting. He talked about how, in his campaign, he used to be able to show up in places, say swing-voter places, and convince people to change their minds about him.

And then he told you that he doesn't really think that that would be true anymore, because there's a world where new information, a new fact, a truth--it doesn't really move people. And I wonder if you think journalism is in a similar position. Like, we used to be able to show up and give people new information, new facts, and we would hope that those things would move them. And now it seems to work less that way.

Goldberg: Well, yeah. I'll give you an example from my own work to buttress your point. So four years ago, I published a story based on sources that Donald Trump has repeatedly used the terms suckers and losers to describe American war dead and American war wounded.

Obviously, a very damaging story. And the criticism from the White House--Donald Trump's White House at the time--was, Well, you don't have any evidence. You don't have any people on the record or using their names, so it's all made up. Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. And that became the discourse. Right?

Last year, John Kelly came out--John Kelly, former chief of staff, former Marine general, chief of staff to Donald Trump in his White House--came out and said, on the record with his name: Oh yeah. That's true. He used to say "suckers" and "losers" all the time. He's confirmed it to any number of publications. He confirmed it on the record to me. And so what I get, even today, are people saying, Well, you never proved it.

And I said, Well, actually, John Kelly's now said that he's heard Donald Trump. They say, You've never had any sources on the record. Well, John Kelly says it happened. Well, John Kelly's a liar. 

And it's like, Okay, it doesn't matter. My point is: It seems not to matter when you present people with what you consider to be evidence or what, in traditional journalism modes, is considered evidence. It doesn't matter anymore. People are impervious to new information if it doesn't conform to what they would like to believe.

And so we see that writ large, where, you know, the bubble around a certain group of people in America--let's say the hardcore Trump voters--the bubble is impermeable, right? There's no way of penetrating and saying, No. You said you wanted more evidence. Here's evidence.

Nope. That evidence--that's a deep fake. That evidence--nope. The person who says it to you is lying.

Rosin: Yes, Jeff, but that's our tool. Like, that's what we got. That's what we do. Like, what we do is evidence, facts. We present those evidence and facts, and if those just drop dead to the ground, then what's our role? Like, what are we doing?

Goldberg: Well, first of all, I never give up, because why would you give up trying to convince people (A)?

(B) and look: I do think this is a unique proposition of The Atlantic at this moment. I understand 30 percent of the people in America are really not going to believe, or say they don't believe, The Atlantic at this moment. So we're writing for the 70 percent, but I also think we're writing for the 30 percent.

I think just because you're banging your head against the wall doesn't mean that wall is not eventually gonna crack. And we have to find new ways of communicating, new ways of buttressing our reporting.

I also believe that people change all the time. And just because this is the pattern, and this is the path we're on, doesn't mean that it's going to be this way forever. I mean, I guess I'm optimistic in the sense that I think, you know, we're in a fever period right now and that the fever will break.

You know, my colleague--our colleague--Caitlin Flanagan, always says that "the truth bats last." And I hope she's right. It's just harder and harder.

I mean, this calls back to a little bit of the Jeff Bezos piece in which he doesn't acknowledge that the reason the press is mistrusted is because powerful people are trying to get ordinary citizens to mistrust the press--for their own selfish business reasons or political reasons. So we just have to keep going.

I have a lot of criticism of publications--let's call them elite publications--that are written for, let's say, the 20 percent most liberal portion of America and don't even try to get to other people anymore. Like, maybe it's a great business model. And fine. You know, everybody should do their thing. Whatever.

But I don't feel like The Atlantic is that. I think we have to try to build a bridge between, let's say, these two bubbles: You know, the bubble in which quote-unquote mainstream media lives and the bubble in which the hardcore Trump supporters live. It's a frustrating question because I don't know the answer. I haven't heard anybody come up with a formula for this, but we're just gonna have to keep trying because the alternative, giving up, is pure nihilism to me.

Rosin: Yeah. Well, we are days before the election. We've lived through a Trump presidency. People are talking about this Trump presidency returning without the guardrails of the last one. So how do you see our role, your role in that kind of administration?

Goldberg: I imagine that a coming theoretical second Trump administration is going to be somewhat to very different from the first one in that--I mean, you've heard all these cliches before: There will be no grown-ups. Trump and his people know how to manipulate the workings of government better. The velociraptors have learned how to turn the door handles.

You've heard all of the lines about it. So we can have more drama and more threats to the constitutional order and more threats to what we used to think of as normative political behavior. But I don't see our role changing, in the sense that we're just gonna write about it every day. And we're gonna cover it.

And, you know, I've said this to the staff before: The point of journalism--or the satisfaction of journalism--is not necessarily in changing the world for the better. If you change the world through your journalism to bring more light and truth and justice into the world, great. But you can't wake up every day assuming that's what's going to happen, because most of it is frustrating, just like any job in the world is going to be frustrating. And progress, however you define it, is going to be incremental, and you're not going to see it for a while, and so on.

But I think to myself, Look--we're in a democratic emergency. I want to be able to tell myself, as an old man, that I did everything that I could do to try to bring the country back to some kind of normalcy, to hold people who are behaving abnormally accountable.

And I want, especially, the younger people at The Atlantic to think to themselves that, 40 years from now, 50 years from now, when their grandchildren say, What did you do in that antidemocratic era? I want them to be able to say, I did everything that I could do. And that's important to me. I held my own standards up. I held the standards of my magazine up. And I invested, in a non-nihilistic way, in the future of this country, in the future of the ideas that animate it. 

And, you know, that's enough. All you can do is try using your journalism techniques, using the techniques of journalism to bring more illumination to the things that, in this case, a Donald Trump might do.

So all we can do is go to work and write about what they're doing and cover what they're doing and hold it up to the light and let people judge for themselves if what they're doing is good or bad. So, you know, it's anticlimactic in a way. It's not overly dramatic. The thing that we can do is go to work and do our jobs, the jobs that we were trained to do.

We were not expecting, people my age, your age, whatever--we've been in journalism for a while, never really expecting a presidency like the first Trump presidency and certainly what could be a second Trump presidency. Never really expecting anything like this, but here we are.

So just cover the hell out of it, and make sure that you have put into the public record truth and reality and evidence, and, you know, tell truth to power. You know, you can't do anything more than that. And so all we're going to do is just do what we do.

Rosin: I really appreciate that. I feel exactly the same way. There are words out there like anxious, afraid, apathetic. I don't feel any of those things. I feel alert.

Goldberg: Alertness is great. We have the tools to alert people to these changes. We don't have to sit there just passively or impotently. So work as hard as you can to bring as much information and analysis to people who need it. That's great--great to have a job, great to have a role.

Rosin: Thank you for being inspirational, Jeff.

Goldberg: You want me to sing outtakes from Sound of Music?

Rosin: I wouldn't mind if you could stand on the desk while doing it. It would be even better.

Goldberg: "Climb Every Mountain?" I'll sing "The Battle Hymn of the"--look: If we have another Trump presidency, we're gonna get the staff every morning on Zoom to sing "The Battle Hymn of the Republic" together.

Rosin: Sounds good. I'll practice.

Goldberg: Yeah. I'm sure people are gonna really enjoy that.

Rosin: Sounds good. (Laughs.) All right, Jeff. Thank you so much for joining us.

Goldberg: Thank you.

Rosin: This episode was produced by Kevin Townsend and edited by Claudine Ebeid. It was engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Happy Halloween. Get lots of candy. And don't forget to vote. Thank you for listening.
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Eight Nonfiction Books That Will Frighten You

These eight titles are some of the best the true-crime genre has to offer.

by Sarah Weinman




A decade ago, the inaugural season of Serial debuted. The podcast, about the 1999 murder of Hae Min Lee and questions surrounding the arrest and conviction of her former boyfriend, Adnan Syed, drew upon the alchemy of suspenseful storytelling and a taste for the lurid that has enticed Americans for centuries. Serial's massive popularity, and its week-by-week format, overhauled how the genre was received: Audiences were no longer content with merely consuming the story. They wanted to be active participants, to post theories, drive by suspects' houses, and call attention to errors.

As a result, the true-crime landscape was transformed. Its popularity has soared, making room for work that not only shocks but also asks deeper questions. There has been a welcome uptick in stories that focus on the victims of violence and the social structures that perpetuate it. But a perennial desire for the macabre doesn't just dissipate under the umbrella of good intentions. The level of dreck in the genre--particularly cheap, poorly researched media that substitutes flippancy for compassion--continues to rise.

This glut makes it hard to identify the best true crime, which harnesses the instinct for titillation in the service of empathy, justice, and maybe even systemic change. These eight books are some of the most accomplished the genre has to offer. They broaden the definition of true crime itself--and most important, they interrogate their own telling of the story, reflecting an essential self-awareness about mining real people's grief.








The Phantom Prince, by Elizabeth Kendall

So much has been written about Ted Bundy, who murdered dozens of women and girls in the 1970s, most of it wondering, from the outside, how Bundy got away with so much for so long. Kendall, however, had a more intimate perspective: She was his long-term girlfriend (though she uses a pseudonym here). She thought she knew Bundy well, but as the murders of women in the Pacific Northwest began to spread, and police sketches of a man named Ted circulated, she had to confront her level of denial--and then catalog the collateral damage of being a serial killer's partner. This book is dedicated to figuring out what she actually knew and was kept from knowing, and Kendall does so in plain (if occasionally awkward) prose that doesn't shy away from her own blind spots. True-crime memoirs were fairly rare in the early '80s, when hers was released--and it remains an important one.

Read: The gross spectacle of murder fandom



Under the Bridge, by Rebecca Godfrey

The horrific 1997 murder of 14-year-old Reena Virk by several other teenagers prompted a reckoning in Victoria, British Columbia. Godfrey, the author of The Torn Skirt, a novel about the effects of a self-destructive girlhood, felt compelled to report on what happened, and why. The fine Hulu series of the same name, released in April and starring Riley Keough and Archie Panjabi, was more about Godfrey's investigative quest than Virk's murder. But the original work, which I've read multiple times, better depicts the toxic dynamic of teenage girls egging one another on from bullying to more violent acts, while also humanizing the victim and perpetrators.






The Red Parts, by Maggie Nelson

In 2005, Nelson published the poetry collection Jane: A Murder, which focuses on the then-unsolved murder of her aunt Jane Mixer 36 years before, and the pain of a case in limbo. This nonfiction companion, published two years later, deals with the fallout of the unexpected discovery and arrest of a suspect thanks to a new DNA match. Nelson's exemplary prose style mixes pathos with absurdity ("Where I imagined I might find the 'face of evil,'" she writes of Mixer's killer, "I am finding the face of Elmer Fudd"), and conveys how this break upends everything she believed about Mixer, the case, and the legal system. Nelson probes still-open questions instead of arriving at anything remotely like "closure," and the way she continues to ask them makes The Red Parts stand out.

Read: The con man who became a true-crime writer



Hannah Mary Tabbs and the Disembodied Torso, by Kali Nicole Gross

Four years ago, my friend and fellow crime writer Elon Green investigated the alarming lack of true crime written by Black authors; today, white authors still tell most of these stories, most of which are about white victims. This is in part, I've come to believe, because so many crime narratives--particularly historical ones--depend on a written record of some kind, which tends to exclude people of color. This book by Gross, a historian based at Emory University, was a revelation to me for uncovering the fascinating, messy story of Tabbs, a formerly enslaved woman, probable fraudster, and murderer in 1880s Philadelphia. Tabbs does not fit into any easy box, and Gross's careful research places the desperate acts of this particular woman against the backdrop of post-Reconstruction America, a time when the gap between what was promised at the end of slavery and what was actually possible widened sharply.






We Keep the Dead Close, by Becky Cooper

Cooper, a onetime New Yorker staffer, had for years been haunted by a story she'd heard while attending Harvard in the late 2000s: A girl had been murdered, and she had been having an affair with her professor, which the school covered up. The story turned out to be more myth than truth, but Cooper felt compelled to investigate, and she discovered that there had, in fact, been a long-unsolved murder. Some of the details eerily parallel those of The Red Parts--both victims are college students named Jane, both murdered in 1969--but Cooper's book veers away from Nelson's. The book, which conjures the vivid, all-too-brief life of the anthropology student Jane Britton, is a furious examination of a culture of complicity at Harvard, where, Cooper points out, sexual-misconduct allegations were (and still are) dismissed or ignored. And like Nelson, Cooper demolishes the concept of closure.

Read: When Truman Capote's lies caught up with him



The Third Rainbow Girl, by Emma Copley Eisenberg

Before Eisenberg put out her wonderful novel, Housemates, she worked primarily in the nonfiction space, publishing a 2017 feature story for Splinter about the missing Black trans teen Sage Smith, which was reprinted in my true-crime anthology Unspeakable Acts. She also published this book, a standout hybrid of reportage, memoir, and cultural criticism. Her subject was the 1980 murders of Vicki Durian and Nancy Santomero in Pocahontas County, West Virginia (and the subsequent wrongful conviction of a suspect)--but also the author's own queer coming of age in the same area of Appalachia. Eisenberg is a warm, compassionate guide through a thicket of violence, abrupt endings, and youthful longings, and her book is an intelligent corrective to common true-crime tropes. "Telling a story is often about obligation and sympathy, identification, and empathy," she writes. "With whom is your lot cast? To whom are you bound?"






Seventy Times Seven, by Alex Mar

I had been waiting many years for a book about Paula Cooper, the Black teenage girl who was sentenced to death for the robbery and murder of Ruth Pelke, an elderly white woman, in the mid-'80s. Though she committed the crime with three other girls, only 15-year-old Cooper was given the death penalty. She became the youngest person on death row in the country at the time, leading to international outrage, a clemency campaign, and an unlikely friendship with the victim's grandson, Bill. The points this story makes about the human capacity for empathy, who merits collective forgiveness, and the stubborn persistence of the death penalty are discomfiting. Mar (another Unspeakable Acts contributor) has made a long career of probing deeper questions, and in this book she eschews tidy narratives. Forgiveness does not, in fact, overcome the ramifications of violence, as will become clear in Bill's home and work life--and in Paula's, after she is eventually released from prison. Mar masterfully explores who is entitled to mercy, and how we continue to fail prisoners during and after their incarceration.






By the Fire We Carry, by Rebecca Nagle

Finally, this terrific new book, published just last month, looks at the larger picture of Indigenous autonomy and forced removal through the lens of one case--the murder of the Muscogee Nation member George Jacobs by another tribal member, Patrick Murphy--asking whether the state of Oklahoma actually had the jurisdiction to prosecute and execute Murphy. In 2020, the Supreme Court would eventually rule that much of eastern Oklahoma did remain an American Indian reservation; its decision set a far-reaching precedent that, in practice, would prove more complicated to enforce. Nagle, a member of the Cherokee Nation and a resident of Oklahoma, writes with sensitivity and empathy for the Native American communities she grew up in and around. Her work is similar in scope and feel to (and clearly in conversation with) Missing and Murdered and Stolen, the excellent podcasts by the Indigenous Canadian journalist Connie Walker.
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Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula

It's probably leaching chemicals into your cooking oil.

by Zoe Schlanger




For the past several years, I've been telling my friends what I'm going to tell you: Throw out your black plastic spatula. In a world of plastic consumer goods, avoiding the material entirely requires the fervor of a religious conversion. But getting rid of black plastic kitchen utensils is a low-stakes move, and worth it. Cooking with any plastic is a dubious enterprise, because heat encourages potentially harmful plastic compounds to migrate out of the polymers and potentially into the food. But, as Andrew Turner, a biochemist at the University of Plymouth recently told me, black plastic is particularly crucial to avoid.



In 2018, Turner published one of the earliest papers positing that black plastic products were likely regularly being made from recycled electronic waste. The clue was the plastic's concerning levels of flame retardants. In some cases, the mix of chemicals matched the profile of those commonly found in computer and television housing, many of which are treated with flame retardants to prevent them from catching fire.



Because optical sensors in recycling facilities can't detect them, black-colored plastics are largely rejected from domestic-waste streams, resulting in a shortage of black base material for recycled plastic. So the demand for black plastic appears to be met "in no insignificant part" via recycled e-waste, according to Turner's research. TV and computer casings, like the majority of the world's plastic waste, tend to be recycled in informal waste economies with few regulations and end up remolded into consumer products, including ones, such as spatulas and slotted spoons, that come into contact with food.



You simply do not want flame retardants anywhere near your stir-fry. Flame retardants are typically not bound to the polymers to which they are added, making them a particular flight risk: They dislodge easily and make their way into the surrounding environment. And, indeed, another paper from 2018 found that flame retardants in black kitchen utensils readily migrate into hot cooking oil. The health concerns associated with those chemicals are well established: Some flame retardants are endocrine disruptors, which can interfere with the body's hormonal system, and scientific literature suggests that they may be associated with a range of ailments, including thyroid disease, diabetes, and cancer. People with the highest blood levels of PBDEs, a class of flame retardants found in black plastic, had about a 300 percent increase in their risk of dying from cancer compared with people who had the lowest levels, according to a study released this year. In a separate study, published in a peer-reviewed journal this month, researchers from the advocacy group Toxic-Free Future and from Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam found that, out of all of the consumer products they tested, kitchen utensils had some of the highest levels of flame retardants.
 
 Another food product, black plastic sushi trays, had the highest level of flame retardants in the study. Children's toys also ranked high: A single pirate-themed plastic children's necklace was almost 3 percent flame retardant by weight. "When you're using black plastic items, there's going to be a risk that they could be contaminated," Megan Liu, the science and policy manager at Toxic-Free Future and the first author on the study, told me. Those flame retardants migrate into toddlers' saliva and into the dust in our homes and, thus, in the air we breathe. Last year, Toxic-Free Future tested breast milk taken from 50 women in the U.S. and found flame-retardant compounds in each sample.



Many of the flame-retardant compounds that showed up in the tests that Liu and her co-authors conducted should no longer be in the product stream. Brominated flame retardants have mostly been phased out of products in the U.S. and Europe, including from many electronics. In the U.S. and elsewhere, some of the most harmful flame-retardant compounds are now illegal for use in most consumer goods. Massachusetts banned a list of 11 flame retardants in 2021. Starting this year, a New York bill restricts the use of organohalogen flame retardants--one large class of the compounds--in electronic casings, and a similar Washington State ban will go into effect in 2025.



But these compounds keep coming back. The sushi tray tested in Liu's study contained 11,900 parts per million of decaBDE, also called BDE-209, which she described as a "really alarming" level of a chemical that was banned from most U.S. commerce in 2022 and largely phased out of production long before that. Because plastic recycling is a global economy with scant oversight, patchwork legislation may do little to keep these compounds out of the supply chain. "You send your electronic waste abroad, and you just haven't got a clue what happens to it," Turner told me. "I think the assumption is that it gets handled safely and it's disposed of properly. But, you know, it comes back in the form of things that we don't want."



For a consumer, this problem would be simpler to handle if it was clear that only certain black plastic products posed a risk, or that all of them did. But Turner found that products were contaminated with flame retardants at random. Not all of the black plastic he tested in his 2018 study contained the compounds, and in those that did, "the amount of chemicals in the black plastic varied hugely," he said. Some items would have the same chemical profile of what you'd expect from, say, the flame-retardant plastic housing of a television or a cellphone. Other objects would have just a trace of flame retardant, or none at all. Of the more than 200 black plastic products Liu bought at retail stores for her study, hardly any were labeled as being made from recycled materials, she said. Consumers have no way to tell which black plastics might be recycled e-waste and which aren't. "It's just a minefield, really," Turner said.



Putting your black plastic in the recycling bin might seem like the right thing to do, but recycling isn't a solution to the most noxious qualities of plastics. "I personally have been throwing out my black plastic takeout containers," Liu told me, because if they are contaminated, "it's scary to think that those might be reentering other products with the same flame retardants." Until flame retardants and any dubious compounds that arise to replace banned ones are eliminated from the supply chain, reusing black plastic will perpetuate a potential health hazard. In her view, "the onus shouldn't fall on consumers to have to make these daily changes in their lives." Ultimately, federal bans or more ubiquitous state laws that go beyond single-compound phaseouts are the only way to keep flame retardants out of takeout containers and other black plastic intended for use in things such as foodware and toys. Until manufacturers use safer flame-retardant compounds and laws effectively prohibit recycled electronics material from entering consumer products, these chemicals will continue circulating through our kitchens, arising and re-arising like toxic zombies.



But that doesn't mean we need to consume them by way of our kitchen utensils. Replacing a black plastic spatula with a steel or silicone option is an easy way to cut down on at least part of one's daily dose of hormone disruptors. I've also taken this news as a reason to coax myself into carrying a reusable coffee mug more often, if only to avoid the black plastic lids on disposable cups--heat plus plastic equals chemical migration, after all. It's a minefield of random hazards out there, as Turner said. Most of the time we're trying to navigate without a map. But in at least some areas, we can trace a safer path for ourselves.
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Why You Might Need an Adventure

In a rut? Try shaking things up.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

Almost everyone knows the first line of Herman Melville's 1851 masterpiece Moby-Dick: "Call me Ishmael." Fewer people may remember what comes next--which might just be some of the best advice ever given to chase away a bit of depression:

Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet ... then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can.


Melville's narrator was ostensibly a 19th-century whaler, whose cure for what he called the "hypos" was to hit the high seas and forget his troubles. Whaling was not exactly curling up with a cup of hot chocolate and a comfort dog; it was a brutal, exhausting, dangerous job (just read the rest of the novel for an ample account of that).

So Ishmael's prescription might seem counterintuitive advice in today's era of self-care. But Melville perhaps knew something that we have forgotten: When life is getting you down, the answer is not more comfort but less. If you're troubled by your own case of the hypos, the remedy may be a tough challenge.

From the June 1948 issue: W. Somerset Maugham on Moby-Dick

In 2017, a scholar at the Murdoch University in Australia proposed a provocative hypothesis about why materially comfortable humans would nonetheless be drawn to difficult, even dangerous tasks. The researcher started from the observation that the universe is at once life-giving and deadly, and that therefore, from the outset, humans needed to embrace risk to flourish. This characteristic, arguably encoded in the genome ever since, may manifest in human beings as a tendency to adopt risky heroic behaviors and admire them in fellow humans.

That genetic inheritance gets reinforced by culture--which is why heroic adventure forms the basis of nearly all mythologies. This was Joseph Campbell's famous conclusion in his 1949 study of archetypes, The Hero With a Thousand Faces. In it, Campbell, who was a professor of literature, laid out the structure of the "monomyth," which provides the underlying architecture of a narrative tradition that spans millennia commonly known as the "hero's journey," such as the Old Testament's King David story and George Lucas's Star Wars series.

This ur-myth opens with a call to adventure, proceeds through a series of difficult trials and dangerous obstacles, and finally ends in triumph. The psychoanalyst Carl Jung, who, among other things, popularized the concept of archetypes, saw that for anyone, pursuing some metaphorical form of the hero's journey might be indispensable to finding satisfaction in life. "Only one who has risked the fight with the dragon and is not overcome by it wins the hoard," he wrote.

Evidence from modern researchers does indeed suggest that framing one's life as this type of quest, even when it is difficult or unwelcome, can lead to positive transformation. In one 2023 experiment, scholars asked participants to reframe their life as one that followed the steps in the hero's journey. The researchers found that doing so raised their subjects' sense of purpose; it also made a difficult task more meaningful to them and improved their resiliency to trouble.

But beyond simply rewriting your life story to be more of a hero's journey, starting an actual one in the form of a voluntary challenge or adventure can bring immediate and big happiness benefits. Consider a 2013 study finding that experienced climbers tend to derive unusual spiritual inspiration, experience a greater sense of flow, and generally feel happier when they climb mountains. A 2023 meta-analysis of research on outdoor adventures showed that participants in these experiences profited in at least one of four ways: physical and mental balance, personal development, community, and immersion and transformation.

Arthur C. Brooks: Jung's five pillars of a good life

A challenging adventure doesn't have to be physical in nature to bestow benefits; it can equally be mental. Indeed, learning new things with a spirit of curiosity and exploration has been shown to induce positive moods. This raises an interesting paradox that appears in this field of happiness research: People derive a lot more happiness from high-skill activities that require learning than they do from low-skill ones that don't, yet we typically settle for the latter. In other words, you will probably be much happier reading about philosophy or science than you will if you just scroll social media--so why are you still scrolling? The obvious answer is that it takes a lot less learning effort and mental focus--and although the happiness benefits of reading Cicero will probably be greater, they are deferred and seem abstract compared with the instant, if largely illusory, gratification of sitting on the couch watching videos on your phone.

Just as more demanding physical and mental adventures raise happiness, their absence can harm well-being. This is a common theme that has emerged from analysis of declining mental health during the coronavirus-pandemic lockdowns, when people suffered from a lack of external stimuli and new experiences. Those who did best during this period tended to be people with an "adventure-based mindset"--who purposely went in search of new, interesting, and challenging things to see and do.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why so many people are unhappy in retirement

If you find yourself a bit "grim about the mouth" like Ishmael, you don't necessarily need to risk your life chasing an enraged sperm whale around the world. But you don't have to accommodate your melancholy, either. I can suggest two approaches that you can employ right away to take on your hypos.

The first strategy is to use that narrative device of the hero's journey to reframe your difficulties. This can be especially powerful if you have recently endured an event or hardship from which you're still struggling to recover. Say, for example, that you went through a bad breakup that you did not initiate. This experience is all too easy to frame as a humiliating defeat or evidence of failure. It is nothing of the sort if you can think of it this way instead: that your breakup jerked you out of a complacent reverie with unwelcome evidence that you were not actually in the right relationship.

That realization is in fact your call to adventure, per Campbell. Now, confronted with this truth, you can embark on the second stage of your journey: learning to overcome emotional obstacles and getting stronger through your pain. The greatest stage lies ahead, when you will emerge triumphant--more secure, more emotionally intelligent, more self-knowing--ready to love again and be happier, on your own terms.

The second strategy, if your life simply feels dull and gray, is to go find a challenge that is worthwhile, hard, maybe even scary. If you have gotten a little too comfortable marking time in work that doesn't inspire you, perhaps you should announce (to yourself at least) your intention to quit and start a job search. If the information you carry in your head has become stale to you, maybe it is time to go back to school in a new field. For a physical challenge, sign up for a half-marathon in six months' time or (my personal favorite) set out to walk a few hundred miles. If your terrestrial existence is getting tedious, go in search of metaphysical truths. And if it shocks people around you who always took you for someone without a spiritual bone in your body, all the better.

There is no guarantee that whatever adventure you choose will turn out the way you hope, of course. And that is the point. If it were safe, it wouldn't be heroic; if it were predictable, it wouldn't be an adventure. Even if your heroic exploits prove to be more uncomfortable or painful than you expected, that, too, is part of your journey. The object is not to win in a conventional way; it is to wake up and be fully alive. If it's for the first time in a long time, it should be bracing.

From the November 1956 issue: Ishmael and Ahab

One last point about the adventure you might seek: A common mistake is not to be Ishmael but Captain Ahab. Ahab--the doomed skipper of the Pequod, the whaling ship whose crew Ishmael joined--was singularly consumed with finding and killing Moby Dick, the great white whale. The days leading up to Ahab's fateful encounter with the great whale were a fever dream singularly focused on the object of his obsession. This makes Melville's story an inverted myth: an antihero's journey that began with a plan born of hate and vengefulness, that brought travails from which Ahab learned nothing, and that ended tragically in a way that permitted no return.

Your adventure should have a goal, it is true, but it is called a hero's journey for a reason. Happiness comes not from the blip that is a moment of victory but from the long arc of living, learning, and loving. That is the best cure for a damp, drizzly November in your soul.
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This Is What $44 Billion Buys You

Elon Musk has turned X into a political weapon.

by Charlie Warzel




Elon Musk didn't just get a social network--he got a political weapon.



It's easy to forget that Elon Musk's purchase of Twitter was so rash and ill-advised that the centibillionaire actually tried to back out of it. Only after he was sued and forced into legal discovery did Musk go through with the acquisition, which has been a financial disaster. He's alienated advertisers and turned the app, now called X, into his personal playground, where he's the perpetual main character. And for what?



Only Musk can know what he thought he was buying two years ago, though it seems clear the purchase was ideological in nature. In any case, the true value of X--the specific, chaotic return on his investment--has become readily apparent in these teeth-gnashing final days leading up to November 5. For Musk, the platform has become a useful political weapon of confusion, a machine retrofitted to poison the information environment by filling it with dangerous, false, and unsubstantiated rumors about election fraud that can reach mass audiences. How much does it cost to successfully (to use Steve Bannon's preferred phrasing) flood the zone with shit? Thanks to Musk's acquisition, we can put a figure on it: $44 billion.



Nothing better encapsulates X's ability to sow informational chaos than the Election Integrity Community--a feed on the platform where users are instructed to subscribe and "share potential incidents of voter fraud or irregularities you see while voting in the 2024 election." The community, which was launched last week by Musk's America PAC, has more than 34,000 members; roughly 20,000 have joined since Musk promoted the feed last night. It is jammed with examples of terrified speculation and clearly false rumors about fraud. Its top post yesterday morning was a long rant from a "Q Patriot." His complaint was that when he went to vote early in Philadelphia, election workers directed him to fill out a mail-in ballot and place it in a secure drop box, a process he described as "VERY SKETCHY!" But this is, in fact, just how things work: Pennsylvania's early-voting system functions via on-demand mail-in ballots, which are filled in at polling locations. The Q Patriot's post, which has been viewed more than 62,000 times, is representative of the type of fearmongering present in the feed and a sterling example of a phenomenon recently articulated by the technology writer Mike Masnick, where "everything is a conspiracy theory when you don't bother to educate yourself."

Read: Elon Musk has reached a new low

Elsewhere in the Election Integrity Community, users have reposted debunked theories from 2020 about voting machines switching votes, while others are sharing old claims of voter fraud from past local elections. Since Musk promoted the feed last night, it has become an efficient instrument for incitement and harassment; more users are posting about individual election workers, sometimes singling them out by name. In many instances, users will share a video, purportedly from a polling location, while asking questions like "Is this real?" This morning, the community accused a man in Northampton County, Pennsylvania, of stealing ballots. Popular right-wing influencers such as Alex Jones amplified the claim, but their suspect turned out to be the county's postmaster, simply doing his job.



The most important feature of the Election Integrity Community is the sheer volume of posts: dozens per hour, such that scrolling through them becomes overwhelming. It presents the viewer with fragmented pieces of information--more than any casual news consumer (or most election offices, for that matter) might be able to confirm or debunk. And so the feed is the purest distillation of what Musk's platform wishes to accomplish. He has created a bullshit machine.



There are three major components to this tool. The first is that X exposes its users to right-wing political content frequently, whether they want it or not. To test this theory, I recently created a new X account, which required me to answer a few onboarding questions to build my feed: I told X that I was interested in news about technology, gaming, sports, and culture. The first account the site prompted me to follow was Musk's, but I opted instead to follow only ESPN. Still, when I opened the app, it defaulted me to the "For You" feed, which surfaces content from accounts outside the ones a user follows. A Musk post was the first thing I encountered, followed quickly by a post from Donald Trump and another from an account called @MJTruthUltra, which offered a warning from a supposed FBI whistleblower: "Vote, arm yourself, Stock up 3-4 Months Supply of Food and Water, and Pray." After that was a post from a MAGA influencer accusing Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg of "censoring patriots," followed by posts from Libs of TikTok (a video from a school-board meeting about girls' bathrooms), MAGA influencers Benny Johnson and Jack Posobiec, and Dom Lucre, a right-wing personality who was once banned from the platform for sharing an explicit image of a child being tortured.

Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is

X is also experimenting with other algorithmic ways to surface rumors and discredited election news. The platform recently launched a new AI-powered "stories for you" feature, which curates trending topics without human review and highlights them prominently to selected users. NBC News found five examples of this feature sharing election-fraud theories, including debunked claims about voting machines and fraud in Maricopa County, Arizona.



This algorithmic prioritization represents the second prong of the approach: granting far-right influencers and the MAGA faithful greater reach with their posts. A Washington Post analysis of lawmaker tweets from July 2023 to the present day show that Republican officials' posts go viral far more often than Democrats' do, and that Musk's right-wing political activism has encouraged Republican lawmakers to post more, too, "allowing them to greatly outnumber Democrats on users' feeds." According to the Post, "Republicans' tweets totaled more than 7.5 billion views since July 2023--more than double the Democrats' 3.3 billion." Musk has effectively turned the platform into a far-right social network and echo chamber, not unlike Rumble and Truth Social. The difference, of course, is X's size and audience, which still contains many prominent influencers, celebrities, athletes, and media members.



The third and final element of X's bullshit engine is Musk himself, who has become the platform's loudest amplifier of specious voter-fraud claims. Bloomberg recently analyzed more than 53,000 of Musk's posts and found that he has posted more about immigration and voter fraud than any other topic, garnering roughly 10 billion views. Musk's mask-off MAGA boosterism has also empowered other reactionaries with big accounts to shitpost in his image. When they do, Musk will frequently repost or reply to their accounts, boosting their visibility. Here's a representative example: On October 23, the venture capitalist Shaun Maguire posted that he'd heard a rumor from a senator about more ballots being mailed out in California than the number of legal voters. "Can anyone confirm or deny this?" he asked his more than 166,000 followers on X. Musk replied to the post, noting, "I'm hearing one crazy story after another."

Read: Elon Musk says he would recognize a Harris election victory

On this point, I believe Musk. The billionaire is inundated with wild election speculation because he is addicted to the rumormongering machine that he helped design. This is the strategy at work, the very reason the volume of alarming-seeming anecdotes about a stolen election work so well. Not only are there too many false claims to conceivably debunk, but the scale of the misleading information gives people the perception that there is simply too much evidence out there for it all to be made up. Musk, whether he believes it or not, can claim that he is "hearing one crazy story after another" and coax his bespoke echo chamber to proffer evidence.



X's current political project is clear: Musk, his PAC, and his legion of acolytes are creating the conditions necessary to claim that the 2024 election is stolen, should Kamala Harris be declared the winner. But the effects of that effort are far more pernicious. If you spend enough time scrolling through the Election Integrity Community feed and its unending carousel of fraud allegations, it isn't hard to begin to see the world through the paranoid lens that X offers to millions of its users. It is disorienting and dismaying to have to bushwhack through the dense terrain of lies and do the mental calisthenics of trying to fact-check hundreds of people crying nefarious about things they haven't even bothered to research. Worse yet, it's easy to see how somebody might simply give in, beaten into submission by the scale of it all. In this way, even though X is Musk's project, it may actually be built in the image of the MAGA candidate himself. A $44 billion monument to Trump's greatest (and only real) trick, as he put it in a 2021 speech: "If you say it enough and keep saying it, they'll start to believe you."
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How Trump Is Baiting Harris

He and his campaign keep pushing the bounds of decency in an effort to provoke a reaction.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


This is the time for closing arguments from Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. But Trump's closing argument is not a closing argument at all: It's an invitation. He and his campaign are acting in hopes of provoking Harris, pushing her to muddle her final message.

The statements and sentiments on display from the Trump campaign this past week, and particularly at Sunday night's rally at Madison Square Garden, have been racist, xenophobic, and violent. To note a few: The comedian Tony Hinchcliffe, invited by the Trump campaign, called Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage." The radio personality Sid Rosenberg described the Democratic Party as "a bunch of degenerates, lowlifes," and "Jew-haters." The private-equity fund manager Grant Cardone said that Harris has "pimp handlers." And the Trump adviser Stephen Miller declared that "America is for Americans and Americans only."

This incendiary language is not only a crude attempt to bait critics; it's part of a pattern of hate from Trump and his closest allies, and a type of rhetoric that Trump has made clear he intends to incorporate into his plans as president. But in continuing to push the lines of decency in American politics, Trump is also attempting to goad the opposition. His campaign is ramping up a familiar and often effective cycle: He says or encourages something inflammatory, then goes on to blame his opponents or members of the media for overreacting, sometimes attempting to rewrite his own statements in the process. After he told the Fox News anchor Sean Hannity that he wouldn't be a dictator "except for day one," he later said that he was just joking, in an effort to cast those who took him seriously as dramatic. It's an example of what my colleague Megan Garber recently called the trolligarchy: "A troll reserves the right, always, to be kidding," she wrote. "Even about matters of life and death."

A strong reaction from Democrats or from journalists is strategically useful to Trump, and he knows it. As Trump said at Sunday's rally: "When I say 'the enemy from within'"--referring to the phrase he often uses to describe anyone who is not part of MAGA world--"the other side goes crazy." Kamala Harris herself has usually avoided taking the bait, although in recent days she has gone on the attack, referring to Trump as a fascist for the first time after The New York Times published remarks from former White House Chief of Staff John Kelly in which he said that Trump met the definition of the word. But she has returned consistently to a message of unity. Speaking to reporters today, she said, "When elected president, I'm going to represent all Americans, including those who don't vote for me."

Others on her campaign, however, haven't been as careful. At an event earlier this week, Tim Walz said of the MSG rally, "There's a direct parallel to a big rally that happened in the mid-1930s at Madison Square Garden," in apparent reference to a 1939 pro-Nazi rally that took place in the same arena. And on a call with a Latino voting group last night, President Joe Biden remarked, "The only garbage I see floating out there is his supporters--his demonization of Latinos is unconscionable, and it's un-American." Though Biden later claimed that he said "supporter's," referencing Hinchcliffe's quote about Puerto Rico, and Harris quickly distanced herself from the gaffe, the damage was done. Biden's blunder is reminiscent of the disparaging "basket of deplorables" comment that Hillary Clinton made about Trump supporters during her 2016 campaign, a comparison that Trumpworld has been quick to make. MAGA allies soon began campaigning off of Biden's comment, and Trump's campaign has even fundraised off it.

By provoking and then taking apparent pleasure in dramatic reactions from their critics, Trump and his team encourage his supporters' feelings of vitriol toward fellow Americans--feelings Trump has spent years feeding by referring to his political opponents as enemies, "vermin," "lunatics," and "thugs." Harris and her team will make a much stronger closing statement if they refuse to give Trump the satisfaction of being their campaign's main subject. But it's also up to the American voting public to resist being baited by the outrage that Trump stokes, and to refuse the path of vengeance that he represents.

Related:

	This is Trump's message.
 	Trump wants you to accept all of this as normal.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump pays the price for insulting Puerto Rico.
 	Why Kamala Harris is targeting deep-red counties
 	Elon Musk has turned X into a political weapon.
 	The worst of crypto is yet to come.




Today's News

	A divided Supreme Court allowed Virginia to continue its program targeting suspected noncitizen voters, which could result in the purge of more than 1,600 voter registrations.
 	At least 95 people were killed after torrential rain caused dangerous levels of flash flooding in Spain's Valencia region.
 	An 18-year-old man was arrested near an early-voting site in Florida after he brandished a machete at two people who support Vice President Kamala Harris. A video shows him holding the machete while his companions wave Trump flags, according to The New York Times.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Throw out your black plastic spatula, Zoe Schlanger writes. It's probably leaching chemicals into your cooking oil.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Ok McCausland / The New York Times / Redux



Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive

By Nicholas Florko

When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.
 In the name of journalism, I went to my local smoke shop this week, and sure enough, vapes with screens were ubiquitous.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	An overlooked path to a financial fresh start
 	How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus
 	Muslim American support for Trump is an act of self-sabotage, Hussein Ibish argues.
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        Photos: The Spirit of Halloween 2024
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            Over the past several weeks, people around the world have been celebrating the season of Halloween--dressing up, taking part in parades and festivals, hosting parties, and braving trips through haunted houses (and at least one haunted car wash). Collected below are photos that capture some of these scary (and fun) pre-Halloween festivities in Wales, Japan, India, Romania, Spain, Ireland, Thailand, the United States, and elsewhere.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Silhouette of a person wearing horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wearing a costume is silhouetted against the sunset sky at the West Side Hallo Fest, a Halloween festival in Bucharest, Romania, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog, with its tongue hanging out, sits in the collar of a costume made of a human-size dress shirt, tie, and jacket, with a sticker on the lapel reading "Hello, my name is Bob."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People and their costumed dogs participate in the 34th annual Tompkins Square Halloween Dog Parade on October 19, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A person sits inside a giant hollowed-out floating pumpkin, rowing with a paddle in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle in giant hollowed-out pumpkins at the yearly pumpkin regatta in Kasterlee, Belgium, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A scary witch decoration with glowing eyes stands outside a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Halloween decorations are seen outside of a house in the Buena Vista neighborhood of San Francisco, California, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog wears a Halloween costume shaped like the Pixar movie character WALL-E.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog in a Halloween costume participates in the Sunnyvale Pet Parade contest in Sunnyvale, California, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wear giant cat-head masks while taking part in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants walk through the street during Bakeneko Parade (Cat Halloween Parade) as part of Kagurazaka Bakeneko Festival on October 13, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A surfer in a Homer Simpson mask catches a wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer in a Homer Simpson mask catches a wave on a foggy morning at Newport Beach, California, on October 26, 2024, continuing an annual tradition of surfing in costumes here on the last Saturday before Halloween.
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                [image: A person photographs a tall tree that has been decorated with long lines of green lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Light installations are displayed during a media preview of a new Halloween light trail in Kew Gardens, in London, England, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: Actors made up like zombies perform for passengers on a train.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors perform for passengers during a "Zombie Shinkansen" event on a bullet train from Tokyo to Osaka, ahead of Halloween, on October 19, 2024.
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                [image: A man dressed as the movie character Chucky is seen in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dressed as the movie character Chucky is seen in Sol Square ahead of Halloween celebrations in Madrid, Spain.
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                [image: Meerkats investigate a carved pumpkin in a zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Meerkats investigate a Jack O'Lantern at Five Sisters Zoo ahead of Halloween, on October 24, 2024, in West Calder, Scotland.
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                [image: Two people dressed as scary clowns menace a car as it passes through a car wash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jake Salha, center, and Tez Williams, left, dress as clowns and try to scare customers during the Haunted Car Wash at Mr. Spotless in Detroit, Michigan, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: Performers in costumes parade on stilts through a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers with the performance group Macnas dance during the Halloween parade "Alf's Journey," inspired by climate change and habitat loss, in Galway, Ireland, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds up a lantern, ducking slightly, in a dark space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vanessa Kramer uses a lantern to watch for low overhanging pipes as she makes her way through a tunnel during a tour of underground passages in Portland, Oregon, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: People stand near a giant illuminated jack-o'-lantern figure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant Halloween pumpkin is seen during the pumpkin festival at the Parque Fundidora ahead of the Halloween celebration in Monterrey, Nuevo Leon State, Mexico, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: Four people in traditional costumes, with masks made of sticks and straw, stand in front of the Palace of Westminster, in London.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed in traditional Celtic costumes walk through central London on October 29, 2024, as part of a campaign by Tourism Ireland, highlighting Halloween's ancient-Irish origins, originally celebrated as Samhain.
                #
            

            
                
                
                David Parry Media Assignments / PA Images / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person wearing a full-head fox mask carries a lantern in a wooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lisa Kalianova, a Ukrainian refugee, along with her sister Kate Kalianova, embrace the Halloween spirit in the woods in Swansea, Wales, on October 29, 2024. For Slavic cultures, Halloween aligns with the ancient celebration of Veles Night, a pre-Christian tradition honoring departed loved ones. The night involves jumping over bonfires and lighting candles to guide wandering souls home.
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                [image: People in costume parade through a street while carrying a large, frightening dragon puppet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Newquay Zombie Crawl passes local shops in Newquay, Cornwall, England, on October 26, 2024. The annual Halloween-themed event attracts hundreds of revelers to the walk and its supporting events.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Hugh R Hastings / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person dressed in a ghostly costume poses inside a bus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed in a ghostly costume poses inside a public bus during a contest ahead of the Halloween celebration in Kolkata, India, on October 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two people in costume, wearing full-head masks of a police siren and a video camera, walk along a red carpet, past a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Costumed participants, dressed as characters from a Japanese campaign to combat movie piracy, walk through a street during the parade as part of the Ikebukuro Halloween Cosplay Festival 2024, on October 26, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A frightening octopus installation made up of many carved pumpkins]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A frightening octopus installation, part of many displays made of thousands of hand-carved pumpkins, designed and carved by volunteers and local artists at the historic Van Cortlandt Manor for the annual Great Jack O'Lantern Blaze in Hudson Valley, New York, on September 30, 2024
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                [image: A girl in Halloween makeup and costume poses amid spooky decorations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl wearing a Thai dress and Halloween makeup poses amid decorations at Makkasan Train Factory, in Bangkok, Thailand, on October 29, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Trump Pays the Price for Insulting Puerto Rico

You can't call it a "floating island of garbage" and get away with it. <strong> </strong>

by Xochitl Gonzalez


The musician Bad Bunny is encouraging the Puerto Rican diaspora to vote for Kamala Harris in the 2024 election--something that Puerto Ricans living on the island cannot do. (Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Paras Griffin / Getty.)



On Sunday, at a rally at Madison Square Garden, in New York, Donald Trump and his supporters gave their closing argument. It began with offensive, identity-based jokes straight from the '80s; continued with a shout-out to a Black man involving watermelon; and at some point implied that Kamala Harris, the vice president of the United States, was a sex worker. Along the way were sprinklings of anti-Semitic, Islamophobic, and xenophobic comments, including this gem from the Trump adviser Stephen Miller: "America is for Americans and Americans only."

The vitriolic event included some choice lines about Latinos from Tony Hinchcliffe, the comedian chosen by the Trump campaign to kick off the event. Hinchcliffe, who is also a podcaster, began with juvenile sex jokes about Latinos--"They love making babies"--before moving on to describe Puerto Rico as a "floating island of garbage."

As a Nuyorican--what New Yorkers from the Puerto Rican diaspora affectionately call ourselves--I am keenly attuned to any mention of the island and my people. And for most of this campaign, little has been said. So it was a surprise to see that on the same day that Hinchcliffe spoke at Madison Square Garden, Vice President Harris released a video outlining her plan for Puerto Rico and visited a Puerto Rican restaurant on the campaign trail in Philadelphia.

The coincidence was fortuitous, because it offered Puerto Ricans a real-time split screen. Many saw Harris attempting to learn and address the concerns of Puerto Ricans; Trump showed that he was willing to welcome Latinos to his tent only if they were complicit with his racist worldview. The language used at the Trump rally "was so simple, and it just very genuinely showed how they really feel," Paola Ramos, the author of Defectors: The Rise of the Latino Far Right and What It Means for America, told me.

After getting blowback for the "island of garbage" remark, the Trump campaign attempted to distance itself. (As everyone knows, Harris is responsible for everything anyone around her does, but Trump is innocent even of things for which he's been found guilty.) "This joke does not reflect the views of President Trump," a campaign representative said.

As much as the campaign may try to disavow Hinchcliffe's joke, it can't avoid the way that that language merely reinforced the sense of disdain that Puerto Ricans had already experienced from Trump. The insult gave Democrats the perfect opportunity to remind Latino voters--and Puerto Ricans in particular--of something Harris raised in her video: Trump's anemic, and insulting, response to islanders after Hurricane Maria, in 2017.

From the November 2022 issue: Let Puerto Rico be free

Hurricane Harvey had hit Texas a month earlier; there, FEMA had approved $142 million in individual assistance to hurricane victims within nine days. Nine days after Maria, FEMA had approved just $6.2 million for Puerto Ricans. In Texas, there were far more helicopters, meals, water, government personnel. When then-President Trump did finally visit the storm-ravaged island--nearly two weeks after the hurricane had passed--he told residents they were lucky they hadn't endured "a real catastrophe, like Katrina," and, in lieu of more meaningful assistance, threw rolls of paper towels to the crowd at a media event.

This year, Puerto Rican celebrities including Marc Anthony have already been working to remind voters of all of this while campaigning for Harris. After Sunday's rally, Ricky Martin and Jennifer Lopez shared Harris's video and announced that they were voting for her. Lopez will appear with Harris tomorrow.

But none of these endorsements has as much significance as that of the musician Bad Bunny's. His fan base is enormous and young, and includes both men and women. And unlike many stars who avoid bringing politics to their platforms, San Benito, as he's known to his fans, has made politics, and particularly the politics of colonialism, central to his art. He's been active as Puerto Rico has approached its election for governor, also happening on November 5, purchasing billboards arguing that a vote for the ruling party is a vote for corruption. His take has weight.

For months, as megawatt celebrities such as Taylor Swift and Beyonce have thrown their support behind Harris, I've heard people asking where Bad Bunny has been. Why hasn't Bad Bunny been helping Harris? The answer seemed obvious to me: Despite being a U.S. citizen and a global superstar, Bad Bunny can't vote in presidential elections.

Bad Bunny is a resident of Puerto Rico, and disenfranchisement is just one of the many inequities that define islanders' second-class citizenship. But even if Puerto Rican residents can't vote, they can influence the diaspora on the mainland, which can. And that's what Bad Bunny is doing.

After Trump's rally, Bad Bunny shared a segment of Harris's Puerto Rico video with his 45.7 million Instagram followers several times. Specifically, he selected the segment in which Harris says, "There's so much at stake in this election for Puerto Rican voters and for Puerto Rico," and where she reminds people of Trump throwing paper towels to island residents after the hurricane.

Harris's plan for Puerto Rico involves creating what she calls an "opportunity economy" on the island by shoring up the power grid, providing clean-energy credits to islanders, and developing affordable housing, job-creation incentives, and investment in Puerto Rican entrepreneurs and creators, among several other major initiatives. Her plan noticeably evades the big colonial issues, such as repealing the Jones Act--the 100-year-old tariff on produce and goods shipped to the island that costs residents an estimated $692 million a year. Nor does it address taking up the Puerto Rico Self-Determination Act--a bill that Representatives Nydia Velazquez and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez have championed, which would allow islanders to vote on Puerto Rico's status as a commonwealth. However, what Harris's plan does offer are thoughtful solutions to many of the problems that have afflicted the island, especially in recent years, which is more than anyone can say of Trump.

The more that the "floating garbage" line is repeated--on television, on the radio--the more riled up Puerto Ricans are getting. More Puerto Ricans live on the mainland than on the island now. One result of the botched response to Maria has been, ironically, the migration of thousands of islanders--many to swing states such as Pennsylvania, where there are now nearly half a million Puerto Rican residents. Tens of thousands of Puerto Ricans currently reside in Georgia and Arizona as well. The Democratic strategist Jose Parra told The Hill that what happened at Madison Square Garden might make a real difference: "If Pennsylvania swings toward the Democrats, I think you can look back on this as a pivotal moment."

Much has been made of the growing support for Trump among Latinos, and this offense is unlikely to sway any of his true believers. But it may motivate some Latinos who'd planned on sitting the election out. Victor Martinez, who owns a local Spanish-language radio channel in Pennsylvania, told Politico that a large portion of the community there had been on the fence about voting at all. The Trump rally shifted that. "If we weren't engaged before, we're all paying attention now," he said.

Puerto Ricans love their island--even those who have never had the chance to go there. Yes, it has stunning beaches, lush green mountains, the sound of the coqui. But what we love most is the warmth of our culture: the music, the dance, the food, the art, our people. It is a place that calls to us when we're far away and embraces us when we come home. The joke was not just an insult; it was a reminder of the neglect and disrespect the place and its people have faced for decades at the hands of the United States government, and especially during the Trump administration.

Once, when Bad Bunny was asked about his political engagement, he said, "I am not getting involved in politics; politics gets into my life because it affects my country, because it affects Puerto Rico."
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How to Prevent the Worst From Happening

If Trump wins the presidency again, conservatism will be homeless, a philosophy without a party, for at least a generation.

by Peter Wehner




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


Many Republicans would say that it is one thing, and quite an awful thing, to withhold a vote from Donald Trump--but that voting for Kamala Harris, a "San Francisco Democrat," is nothing short of a betrayal, an act of apostasy, impossible for any true conservative to justify.

They're wrong, though in one respect it's understandable why they're wrong. Harris is hardly an avatar of conservatism. She is, after all, a lifelong Democrat who, in her ill-fated campaign for president in 2019, positioned herself as a progressive champion. She embraced positions that I believe ranged from silly to harmful. But it's a more complicated story than that.

During Harris's pre-Senate career, when she served as district attorney in San Francisco and then as attorney general of California, her record was generally pragmatic and moderate. In those roles, according to Don Kusler, the national director of Americans for Democratic Action, her record was one "that would have many liberals, particularly our California colleagues, angered or at least rolling their eyes." Progressives had a much deeper relationship with President Joe Biden than with Vice President Harris; according to The Washington Post, "They fear that under Harris they would lose the unique access they had to the West Wing." The New Democrat Coalition, a moderate faction in the House, says it's the part of the caucus most closely aligned with Harris.

Read: This is Trump's message

Nor are progressives particularly happy that during the 2024 campaign, Harris has broken with some of her previous liberal stances, such as opposing fracking, decriminalizing border crossing, and ending private health insurance. Harris has spent the closing stretch of the campaign appearing with the likes of Liz Cheney, not Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. She has emphasized her support for Ukraine in its war of survival against Russia, and risks losing Michigan because she is viewed by some in her party as too supportive of Israel. During the campaign, Harris has shared that she owns a Glock, said she'd appoint a Republican to her Cabinet, and declared that she's a "capitalist" who wants "pragmatic" solutions. Her economic focus is on tax breaks for the middle class and on creating opportunities for small businesses. Her economic plan, the Post points out, contained few items on the liberal wish list. Progressive groups say they are finding a "significant enthusiasm deficit" among left-wing voters.

It would be an affectation to say that Harris is a conservative champion, just as it would be a caricature to portray her now as a far-left liberal. She is neither, and if she's elected president, she is likely to govern from the center-left, at least on most things.

BUT THE STRONGEST CONSERVATIVE CASE for voting for Harris doesn't have nearly as much to do with her as it has to do with her opponent. Trump remains a far more fundamental threat to conservatism than Harris. Trump has, in a way no Democrat ever could, changed the GOP from within and broken with the most important tenets of conservatism. That's no surprise, because his desire isn't to conserve; it is to burn things to the ground. In that respect and others, Trump is temperamentally much more of a Jacobin than a Burkean. He has transformed the Republican Party in his image in ways that exceed what any other American politician has done in modern times.

Start with character. The GOP once championed the central importance of character in political leaders, and especially presidents. It believed that serious personal misconduct was disqualifying, in part because of the example it would send to the young and its corrosive effects on our culture. It lamented that America was slouching towards Gomorrah.

In 1998, when a Democrat, Bill Clinton, was president and embroiled in a sexual scandal, the Southern Baptist Convention--whose membership is overwhelmingly conservative --passed the "Resolution on Moral Character of Public Officials," which said, "Tolerance of serious wrong by leaders sears the conscience of the culture, spawns unrestrained immorality and lawlessness in the society, and surely results in God's judgment." It added, "We urge all Americans to embrace and act on the conviction that character does count in public office, and to elect those officials and candidates who, although imperfect, demonstrate consistent honesty, moral purity and the highest character."

Yet for a decade now, Republicans, and in particular white evangelicals, have celebrated as their leader a felon and pathological liar; a person whose companies have committed bank, insurance, tax, and charity fraud; a sexual predator who paid hush money to a porn star; a person of uncommon cruelty and crudity who has mocked the war dead, POWs, Gold Star families, and people with disabilities. Under Trump, the party of "family values" has become a moral freak show.

Trump has also profoundly reshaped the GOP's public policy. The GOP is now, at the national level, effectively pro-choice, and, due in part to Trump, the pro-life movement is "in a state of political collapse," in the words of David French, of The New York Times. The Republican Party, pre-Trump, was pro-free trade; Trump calls himself "Tariff Man" and referred to tariff as "the most beautiful word in the dictionary." (In July, Trump proposed across-the-board tariffs of 10 to 20 percent, and rates of 60 percent or higher on imports from China.) He epitomizes crony capitalism, an economic system in which individuals and businesses with political connections and influence are favored.

For several generations, Republican presidents have, to varying degrees, promoted plans to reform entitlement programs in order to avert fiscal catastrophe. Trump has done the opposite. He has repeatedly said that entitlement programs are off-limits. As president, Trump shredded federalism and made a mockery of our constitutional system of government by his use of executive orders to bypass Congress. He made little effort to shrink government, and lots of efforts to expand it.

On spending, $4.8 trillion in non-COVID-related debt was added during Trump's single term, while for Biden the figure is $2.2 trillion. Trump added more debt than any other president in history. A Wall Street Journal survey of 50 economists found that 65 percent of them see Trump's proposed policies putting more upward pressure on the federal deficit than Harris's, and 68 percent said prices would rise faster under Trump than under Harris. And the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget found that Trump's policies would increase budget deficits by $7.5 trillion over the next decade, compared with $3.5 trillion for Harris.

Pre-Trump Republican presidents celebrated the diversity that immigrants brought to the nation, and the contributions they made to America. "All of the immigrants who came to us brought their own music, literature, customs, and ideas," Ronald Reagan said in a speech in Shanghai in 1984. "And the marvelous thing, a thing of which we're proud, is they did not have to relinquish these things in order to fit in. In fact, what they brought to America became American. And this diversity has more than enriched us; it has literally shaped us." George W. Bush urged America to be a "welcoming society," one that assimilates new arrivals and "upholds the great tradition of the melting pot," which "has made us one nation out of many peoples."

Trump is cut from a very different cloth. He curtailed legal immigration during his presidency. Temporary visas for highly skilled noncitizen workers were reduced. Refugee admissions were slashed. Trump, who peddled outrageous lies against Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, says he plans to strip them of their legal status. (At his rallies, Trump has whipped the crowds into a frenzy, getting them to chant, "Send them back! Send them back! Send them back!")

Read: Under the spell of the crowd

Edith Olmsted pointed out in The New Republic that during his first term, Trump rescinded Temporary Protective Status orders for immigrants from El Salvador, Haiti, Nicaragua, Sudan, Nepal, and Honduras, "placing hundreds of thousands of legal residents at risk for deportation." Trump, who refers to America as an "occupied country" and "a garbage can for the world," also said he plans to reinstate a ban on travelers from some countries with Muslim-majority populations. And although previous Republicans have attempted to slow illegal border crossings, none has dehumanized those crossing the border by using language from Mein Kampf ("poisoning the blood of our country"). Trump believes American national identity is based not on allegiance to certain ideals but on ethnic and religious background.

It is in foreign policy, though, that Trump may be most antithetical to the policies and approach of modern conservatism. Reagan was a fierce, relentless opponent of the Soviet Union. "The one thing Reagan was more passionate about than anything else was the unsupportable phenomenon of totalitarian power, enslaving a large part of the world's population," according to Edmund Morris, a Reagan biographer.

Trump is the opposite. He admires and is enchanted by the world's most brutal dictators, including Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, Kim Jong Un, and others. Trump is at best indifferent to the fate of Ukraine in its war against Russia; one suspects that deep down, he's rooting for his friend Putin. Reagan mythologized America; Trump trash-talks it. Reagan was a great champion of NATO; Trump is a reflexive critic who, according to his former national security adviser John Bolton, would withdraw from the alliance in a second term. Reagan made human rights a centerpiece of his foreign policy; during his term, Trump praised China's forced internment of a million or more Uyghurs as "exactly the right thing to do," according to Bolton.

Here and there, now and then, Trump is conservative--on court appointments, for example--but it's something that he's stumbled into, for reasons of political expediency, and that he's just as liable to stumble away from. (Trump was pro-choice before he was pro-life before he moved once again toward the pro-choice camp.) Trump is fundamentally a populist and a demagogue, a destroyer of institutions and a conspiracy theorist, a champion of right-wing identity politics who stokes grievances and rage. He has an unprecedented capacity to turn people into the darkest versions of themselves. But he is something even beyond that.

IN RECENT WEEKS, Trump has been called a fascist--not by liberal Democratic strategists, but by people who worked closely with him. They include retired General John Kelly, who served as Trump's chief of staff; retired General Mark Milley, who served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the Trump presidency; and Mark Esper, Trump's former secretary of defense, who has said that Trump has fascistic "inclinations" and is "unfit for office." In addition, retired General James Mattis, who also served as Trump's secretary of defense, has said he agrees with Milley's assessment. And Dan Coats, Trump's former director of national intelligence, has said he suspects that Trump is being blackmailed by Putin.

The historian Robert Paxton, one of the nation's foremost experts on fascism, was initially reluctant to apply the term fascism to Trump. The label is toxic and used too promiscuously, he believed. But January 6, 2021, changed all of that.

"The turn to violence was so explicit and so overt and so intentional, that you had to change what you said about it," Paxton told Elisabeth Zerofsky, a contributing writer for The New York Times Magazine. "It just seemed to me that a new language was necessary, because a new thing was happening."

Trump's "open encouragement of civic violence to overturn an election crosses a red line," Paxton wrote in Newsweek shortly after Trump supporters violently stormed the Capitol. "The label now seems not just acceptable but necessary."

Paxton could add to the parade of horribles the fact that Trump encouraged the mob to hang his own vice president, came very close to deploying 10,000 active-duty troops to the streets of the nation's capital to shoot protesters, invited hostile foreign powers to intervene in our election, and extorted an ally to find dirt on his opponents. Paxton could have mentioned that Trump threatened prosecutors, judges, and their families; referred to his political opponents as "vermin" and the "enemy from within"; and called the imprisoned individuals who stormed the Capitol "great patriots." He could have cited Trump's call for the "termination" of parts of the Constitution and his insinuation that Milley deserved to be executed for treason.

Trump's supporters may be enraged by the fascist label, but they cannot erase the words or the deeds of the man to whom the label applies. And the only way for the GOP to become a sane, conservative party again is by ridding itself of Trump, which is why even conservatives who oppose Harris's policies should vote for her. Harris's election is the only thing that can break the hold of Trump on his party.

Acquaintances of mine, and acquaintances of friends of mine, say that they find Trump contemptible, but that they can't vote for Harris, because they disagree with her on policy. My response is simple: The position she once held on fracking may be bad, but fascism is worse. The position she holds on any issue may be bad, but fascism is worse.

Read: Trump wants you to accept all of this as normal

A friend told me he won't vote for either Harris or Trump. If Trump wins a second term, he said, "I suspect he will give more attention to his golf game than to siccing the IRS, FBI, or whoever on his political opponents." His message to me, in other words, is to relax a bit. Trump may be a moral wreck, but he won't act on his most outlandish threats.

My view is that when those seeking positions of power promote political violence, have a long record of lawlessness, are nihilistic, and embody a "will to power" ethic; make extralegal attempts to maintain power and stop the peaceful transfer of power; and use the words of fascists to tell the world that they are determined to exact vengeance--it's probably wise to take them at their word.

If Trump wins the presidency again, conservatism will be homeless, a philosophy without a party, probably for at least a generation. And the damage to America, the nation Republicans claim to love, will be incalculable, perhaps irreversible. The stakes are that high.

Harris becoming president may not be the best thing that could happen to conservatism. But if she becomes president, she will have prevented the worst thing that could happen to conservatism and, much more important, to the country.
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Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive

Kids might get hooked on new vapes that display animations with each puff.

by Nicholas Florko




When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.



In the name of journalism, I went to my local smoke shop this week, and sure enough, vapes with screens were ubiquitous. One product on the shelves, a Geek Bar Pulse X, featured a screen that wraps around the device, displaying a constellation of stars when you inhale. Another, the Watermelon Ice Raz vape, displayed a basic animation of moving flames. Vapes with screens first began to hit the market late last year, and only recently have become widely accessible. Online retailers sell vapes with screens that display what appear to be planets, rockets, and cars driving in outer space. The screens are small--just a few inches wide at most--and they are cheap: These products run as little as $25, and can last for several months.



The Watermelon Ice Raz vape that I spotted in the store reminded me of the loading screens on an old Game Boy Color. I could see how adults like me might be enticed by the nostalgia of it all. The problem is that these vapes might also appeal to kids. It's illegal for anyone under 21 to buy a vape, but the gadgets have been popular among teens since they were first popularized by Juul. Although youth vaping rates have dropped in recent years thanks in part to public-service campaigns that have warned kids about the dangers of vaping and nicotine addiction, the inclusion of a screen risks backtracking the progress that has been made. A screen full of animations sends the message that an e-cigarette is "something for fun and games and recreation," Robert Jackler, an expert on tobacco marketing at Stanford University, told me. Just imagine you're in eighth grade and the cool kid in your class has a vape with a screen of moving flames. You're going to want one.



These gadgets are new enough that it's unclear to what degree kids are using them, but they have all the warning signs. Vape companies are notorious for selling products in kid-friendly flavors such as Banana Taffy Freeze and Cherry Bomb, and screen vapes may be the next ploy to hook kids. The vaping industry "will do anything that it takes to bring in novel features to attract new users, and this is just another example of that," Laura Struik, an assistant professor at the University of British Columbia at Okanagan who has studied youth use of e-cigarettes, told me. One of the most popular vape brands among teens, Mr. Fog, has already launched a screen vape.



Screen vapes run the risk of becoming a fad, and fads spread among kids because someone they look up to uses them, Emily Moorlock, a senior lecturer in marketing at Sheffield Hallam University who has written about youth vaping, told me. That was certainly my experience as a kid. I remember begging my parents for a Game Boy because other kids in my elementary school had them. Vaping is similar: When the government asks kids to explain the reason they tried vaping, the top explanation is that a friend does it.



Screens might also make vapes more addictive. Even the simplest visuals, such as retro video games, have been shown to cause the brain to release dopamine, a neurotransmitter responsible for feelings of pleasure and reward. Even the more rudimentary vapes I encountered--those that just play little animations on a loop--could spike dopamine, and thus increase users' desire for these products, three experts told me.



Tony Abboud, the head of the Vapor Technology Association, a lobbying group, described them to me as a technological advancement. Besides the animations, many of these screens tend to display how much battery and vapable nicotine juice is left in the device. Abboud said that public-health groups are trying to brand screen vapes as "the next bad example" of how the industry is marketing to kids, despite youth vaping rates dropping. "Just because a new technology has a new feature doesn't mean that feature was designed to allow the product to be marketed to kids," he said.



Abboud and other vaping defenders have a point that e-cigarettes aren't just an enticement for kids to get addicted to nicotine, but are also a tool to help smokers quit smoking. Vapes can benefit public health because they are safer than cigarettes and as effective, or more effective, than other anti-smoking products on the market. Even flavored vapes--which do attract kids--also can help entice adults to switch out their cigarettes for a vape.



But a screen serves no purpose except for some cheap entertainment. If adult vapers want a signal that their product is low on battery, that could be solved by a little power light, like on a smoke detector. The flames and constellations simply aren't necessary. After years of panic over youth vaping rates, it seems like kids are finally understanding that they shouldn't vape. Why risk messing that up because of a tiny screen?
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An Overlooked Path to a Financial Fresh Start

Bankruptcy could help many Americans forgive their debts--yet few take advantage of it.

by Michael Waters




Alexza, a Midwest native, struggled with credit-card debt for 10 years, working multiple jobs--as a nanny, bartender, and distillery tour guide--just to meet the minimum payments. Collection agencies called her constantly. She stopped answering, but that wasn't enough to escape her financial anxiety. She entered an inpatient therapy program in large part because of the stress, which compounded her debts further. (Alexza requested to be referred to by only her first name in order to speak candidly about her finances.)

She had considered bankruptcy, but she was afraid of what it would say about her. "You kind of feel like a failure," she told me. The cost of filing--in her case, about $1,800 to cover legal fees--was also prohibitive for someone without any savings. But in September 2021, while working at a coffee shop, she decided, "I can't afford to continue to just barely tread water." She borrowed the money from a friend and met with a lawyer. Less than two weeks after she filed, the calls from collection agencies stopped. By January, she had erased nearly $20,000 of medical and credit-card debt.

Read: 'Nobody knows what these bills are for'

Debt has long plagued many Americans like Alexza. Today, people in the U.S. carry more debt than they did a few decades ago. Household debt tripled between 1950 and 2022; as of 2020, 14 percent of Americans had so much debt that it outweighed the value of their assets. In this context, you might expect more people to reach for the kind of financial fresh start that bankruptcy can offer. Yet last year, fewer than 0.2 percent of American adults filed. Of course, not everyone in debt would benefit from bankruptcy--but a lot of people might. At a time when so many Americans are struggling, why aren't more people taking that path to a second chance?

Until the early 19th century, Americans in debt had few mechanisms by which to dig themselves out. But beginning in the 1810s and 1820s, the political scientists Emily Zackin and Chloe N. Thurston write in The Political Development of American Debt Relief, white farmers in the southern and Plains states, who sometimes had to take out loans if their crops failed, began demanding that their political representatives do something to help. Thanks in part to those efforts, legislators began working to create a process by which people could take their creditors to court, with the goal of erasing what they owed; the debtors would be free to start over. (The process was mostly concerned with helping farmers in debt keep their property; it did little for Black sharecroppers, who didn't own any land to begin with.)

The first federal voluntary bankruptcy law was passed in 1841. It was repealed two years later but reintroduced and expanded in 1867. As one senator who supported the 1867 expansion put it, all the law proposed was that anyone should be able to "escape from [their debts] and be again a man." That idea was radical: It turned the U.S. into one of the most debtor-friendly countries on earth. Within three years of the American law's reintroduction, nearly 43,000 debtors had cleared what they owed.

Today, U.S. bankruptcy law looks a lot different. American laws remain more forgiving than those in many other wealthy countries, such as Australia and Austria. But over the past several decades, financial-industry groups in the U.S. have pushed legislators to amend the bankruptcy system in a way that prioritizes creditors over debtors. And with each legal update, "it just gets harder and harder on consumers," Robert H. Scott III, an economics professor at Monmouth University, told me.

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, bankruptcy was more common than it is now, and Americans were successfully canceling $4 billion per year in credit-card debt. But then credit-card lobbyists, worried about all of that lost revenue, began promoting the notion that certain debtors were abusing the system and driving up the cost of credit for everyone. ("What Do Bankruptcies Cost American Families?" one of their newspaper ads asked.) They argued that mass bankruptcies hurt the economy. So, however, does failing to help debtors: Debt is one of the greatest drivers of wealth inequality. Plus, many scholars contend that debtor-friendly bankruptcy laws foster entrepreneurship. But the creditor argument won out, and after much pushing, legislators passed the inelegantly named 2005 Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act. Since then, filing has become riskier, more onerous, and more expensive.

To file, debtors owe an up-front fee that can exceed $1,000--a bizarre catch-22 for someone who can't afford to pay their bills. The bankruptcy process can also affect your credit score. Although research on exactly what filing does to a score over time is limited, a bankruptcy can stay on your credit report for up to 10 years, potentially limiting your access to rental housing and bank loans. Depending on where you live and what type of bankruptcy you file for, you might also be more likely to have to give up your home or your car to repay your debts. People filing in some states are more fortunate. In states like Rhode Island, which has a generous $12,000 motor-vehicle exemption, the risk of losing what might be your only way to commute to work is low. Alexza, for instance, was able to keep her old car. Texas and Florida homeowners are also lucky, as their houses are essentially protected from creditors. But people living in places with less generous protections may have to accept bigger losses.

The choice of whether to file gets more complicated when you factor in the different kinds of bankruptcy. While bankruptcy has many permutations, the two most common types for individuals are Chapter 7 and Chapter 13. Chapter 7, which Alexza filed for, erases most eligible debts but also demands that you give up any possessions over a certain value, with a few exceptions. For the poorest Americans, it's a natural choice; 95 percent of people who file for Chapter 7 keep everything they own, and 96 percent have their debts discharged.

Chapter 13, by contrast, is essentially a long-term repayment plan. It comes with one major benefit--you can keep your assets--but it's overall much less forgiving. If you miss payments, your whole case could be dismissed, leaving you solely responsible for paying off all of your debts once again. As Zackin and Thurston write in their history of debt relief, Chapter 13 was created in the 1930s not to protect debtors, but as a way to funnel money back to American business owners who worried that bankruptcies were costing them. One contemporaneous study found that few debtors could keep up with payments; today, only about half of people who file for Chapter 13 ultimately become debt free, and some filers wind up in worse financial shape than when they started the process.

However, the legal system pushes a lot of poor people who don't own much toward Chapter 13. Some of the pressure is structural, as traffic tickets and other court fees, which are disproportionately levied on the poor, can be forgiven only through Chapter 13. But bias in legal representation also plays a role: A study published by the American Bankruptcy Institute Law Review found that when advising debtors with identical financial situations, lawyers were more likely to recommend Chapter 7 to white clients and Chapter 13 to Black ones.

In various other ways, bankruptcy does not serve Americans equally. The typical filer is more likely to be middle income, even though low-income Americans have the most debt relative to their earnings--suggesting that the system may not be reaching them. This may be in part because many of the broadest exemptions are targeted at those who already own significant assets. Many states allow homeowners who file Chapter 7 to keep their house if it's below a certain value, but renters don't necessarily get to save possessions that most likely cost a lot less than a home. Meanwhile, many debts faced by formerly incarcerated people, such as restitution debts and parole fees, cannot be removed during Chapter 7 or Chapter 13. And student loans didn't become easier to discharge in bankruptcy court until 2022.

Read: Biden's cancellation of billions in debt won't solve the larger problem

The inequities don't end there. Even as bankruptcy has failed to reach many of the Americans who need it most, it has morphed into an escape hatch for the wealthy. Chapter 11 was designed specifically for wealthy people and corporations. It lets them pay back creditors over the long term, sometimes in part at a lower interest rate, while their companies operate as usual, in the name of protecting their employees' jobs. Rudy Giuliani, Francis Ford Coppola, and Donald Trump have filed for Chapter 11--in Trump's case, six times. Though the process is expensive and complicated, according to the scholar Melissa Jacoby, it is actually much friendlier than the bankruptcies the rest of us use.

Leaving aside the difficulty of filing, the perhaps more significant barrier to choosing bankruptcy, for many Americans, is the stigma. Some scholars have likened the process to a kind of public penance. During it, a court scrutinizes your finances and choices. And because many people consider debt to be an individual failing, those going through bankruptcy can feel humiliated--even though, in many cases, debt is more properly seen "as a collective misfortune," Daniel Platt, a legal-studies professor at the University of Illinois at Springfield, told me. In the 19th century, members of the debtors' movement understood that their struggles were shared. Glimmers of that mindset emerged after the 2008 financial crisis, when many people drew a direct line between corporate exploitation and individuals' money troubles. But even in the absence of widespread economic catastrophe, when someone declares bankruptcy "there has been a failure," Dalie Jimenez, a law professor at the University of California at Irvine, explained. "A lot of that failure is not on the person but on the system that has no other safety net for you."

Of course, bankruptcy cannot save individuals from that systemic failure. Expunging your debts cannot, for instance, solve the problem of stagnating wages or rising housing costs. But for people like Alexza, it can offer some breathing room. One moment she couldn't see a way out of her debts. Then, before she knew it, they were gone.
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My Colleague Repeats Herself Constantly

And I'm losing my mind.

by James Parker




Dear James,

I find myself growing irritable at one thing in my life, and one thing alone.

I work with an older woman who repeats herself constantly. She has the same three jokes and says them daily, and expects us all to laugh and/or respond as if we haven't heard them before. I notice my younger colleagues nodding and smiling. I am less genteel. In fact, I seethe at my desk, rolling my eyes so far back in my head, I fear they may get stuck. It creates a rage in me that is truly inexplicable.

I'd like to think a younger me would just ignore it and laugh on cue, but current me has considered quitting this great job over not being able to handle something so insanely trivial.

I'm sure you're thinking, "Well, if that's the worst thing in your life, you're doing okay." But I do have real things to worry about; they don't seem to affect me like this. It's just this one stupid thing.

Does the irritability of minor annoyances worsen with age? I thought that with age came wisdom. One would think I would be wise enough to not let this rattle me to my core so much. I've truly considered that I might be going insane.



Dear Reader,

Oooooh--I feel it. The dreadful imposition of another's sensibility; the silent rancor of the oppressed; the sensation, as you listen to this poor lady and her jokes, that your time, your life, your essence is being not just wasted but forced slowly backwards through your veins. I say "poor lady," but she's also kind of an unwitting tyrant, isn't she? A helpless autocrat in the workplace. Her attempts at humor, horribly renewed each morning, have become a reign of terror.

As for age bringing wisdom, I dunno. Age brings little rashes in awkward places. Age brings the end of patience. I'm going to quote an expert in this field: myself. "Patience, one discovers, is not a virtue but a quantity. Like oil in the car or milk in the fridge. Not limitless and oceanic, but quite finite. I ran out years ago. All I have now is stamina. I can endure. Radiant with suppressed exasperation, I can hang in there."

But--clearly--you have hung in there too long. You have endured enough. It's time to sort this out, before you scream, quit, or brain this person with a stapler.

First stop: the heart. Your heart. Which can be reached, in this case, via the imagination. Make an imaginative effort with this woman. To me, she sounds lonely, or stuck. What in her life, and in her inner life, has so drastically narrowed her awareness? How did she get stranded with this routine, with these three terrible jokes? We never know--unless we know--what other people are going through, what it costs them to just keep showing up, in however reduced a form. I try to keep in mind these lines from Franz Wright: "Someone in Hell is sitting beside you on the train. / Somebody burning unnoticed walks past in the street."

Second: confrontation. Nothing succeeds like direct action. I don't mean yelling, or a terrible scene. I mean something like (said with as much gentleness and good humor as you can muster--and you'll have to dig deep): "You know what? I've heard that one, Gloria." You may be amazed at the result. Think of it as a service to you both: a double emancipation.

Within earshot of the chimes of freedom,
 James



Dear James,
 
 I've had insomnia my whole life. Sleep and I are in an abusive relationship. I've had all the tests: EEGs tell me I have too much REM. I've done all the things: CBT-I, Ambien, benzos, Benadryl, melatonin, in various combinations. I sometimes fall asleep well and then wake up sweating, feeling sick about dreams about babies hatching from eggs in a creek behind a retired paint factory, or pulling dozens of mummified rats out of my floorboards and getting arrested for mailing them to Donald Trump, or driving a flying school bus full of children through the Bermuda Triangle. Other times, I feel like I'm almost asleep all night but not quite. A lot of the time while I'm awake in the night, I'm having existential dread. It doesn't help that I studied existentialism and sleep disorders between undergrad and grad school. I feel like no one has told me anything new; I know all the things, and I know I'm doomed. Sometimes I try to imagine myself happy, like, This is good for me, or I'm better at this than anyone else, so ha! Joke's on you, but how long can I delude myself? Anyway, if you have anything new for me that I haven't tried yet, I'd love to hear it.



Dear Reader,

The worst thing about insomnia, for me, is the sense of overexposure to my own brain. I even wrote half a poem about it:

Prone, alone, dry as a bone,
 scratching around for the sleep hormone,
 condemned to my own society--
 too much of me, too much of me!
 My Self, deprived of oblivion's dose,
 is the bloke on the bus who sits too close,
 who breathes too loud, who is too warm,
 who fills his neighbor with thoughts of harm.


But your brain is much more interesting than mine. Look at all this imagery! I'm actually rather jealous of your visions and reveries and between-states. Not for you, the tedious binary of being awake/being asleep. You're also a vivid writer, so I recommend plunging into the half realm, the hypnagogia, and making it your own. Write it up! For an idea of how to proceed, read Thomas De Quincey's Confessions of an Opium Eater: De Quincey was very good on the teemingness and fathomlessness of the drifting mind. And listen to Aphex Twin. (Selected Ambient Works, Volume II would be the place to start.)

Sweet dreams,
 James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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Big Candy Bars Have No Place on Halloween

They ruin the "fun" of the fun-size treat.

by Ian Bogost




Full-size candy bars are the holy grail of Halloween. For many trick-or-treaters, they are seen as the ultimate bounty--a proper, grown-up Snickers or Milky Way with which to mock less-fortunate peers before engorgement. For those giving out the candy, they offer a not-so-subtle way to outdo the neighbors--Halloween as potlatch. The house with the full-size bars is the best house on the block.

Though tempting, the practice is wrong-headed. Giving out full-size candy bars misses the point of Halloween. Here's why.

* * *

It's not clear when the fun-size category first appeared in the candy aisle. Hershey's Miniatures played the matter straight for decades. They were small versions of traditional bars. Then bite-size candy appeared in reception-desk bowls and Halloween tubs. As a descriptor, bite-size is both accurate and soulless. Though mostly a marketing term, fun-size is the right way to think about Halloween candy from a gastronomic perspective.

To understand why, it's first necessary to understand what fun means. That's easier said than done. It's a word that people use without really knowing what they mean by it. Fun seems connected to enjoyment, but it also feels different than pleasure--hard things like games and sports can be fun, for example. As a game designer, I've thought a lot about the mystery of fun, and here's what I've come up with: Fun is the feeling of finding something new in something familiar. Reaching a new accomplishment in a difficult task at work. Succeeding at an act on the pitch or in the gym that had previously resulted in failure. Doing the same thing already seen before, even, but with small variation.

Fun-size candy bars are fun for this reason. They offer a different way of acquiring, holding, and tasting familiar candy-bar products. They are not as exclusively seasonal as they once were, but it's still harder (and less culturally acceptable) to have them on hand all the time. Acquiring a large quantity of them, as kids do on Halloween, allows sampling multiple treats in one session of modest gluttony. While still wrapped, they can be contained held or put in the pocket--a secret little treat that's easy to carry.

But most of all, fun-size candy offers a different experience of recognizable flavors, textures, brand names, and packagings. It affords the mouthfeel of an entire candy all at once. It changes the proportions of chocolate, peanuts, and nougat in a Snickers, or of milk chocolate and crisped rice in a Krackel. It offers the new with the familiar.

The novelty of smallness also explains the cognitive dissonance of Reese's Peanut Butter Cup singles. Despite being among the best Halloween candy haul, they are also weirdly disappointing. This is because the single cup is the same as the normal package, but halved. The tiny, individually wrapped cups, on the other hand, are fun again, but they are too small to make for effective Halloween booty.

* * *

Handing out full-size bars cheats Halloween guests out of this specific experience of fun, replacing it with the one they already know. Of course, it's true that finding the house that gives out the full-size bars is fun in a different way. Being that house is also fun. But not gastronomically. Quickly, the pride of being the best house on the block gives way to shame, and the excitement of having the best haul buckles into boredom. When kids return home with the big Snickers or 3 Musketeers, what then? Who cares. They've done all this before.

In its pagan origins, Halloween is a day when the ordinary world collides with the world of the spirits, during which both are acknowledged, if only temporarily. To infect it with the confectionery trappings of ordinary life is to spoil the day's purpose. If you've provisioned your basket this year with indulgent, full-size bars, it's not too late to turn back. Return them to the pantry. Save them for lunches or afternoon snacks. Get some fun-size bars, and help your neighborhood find a tiny novelty in a sea of the familiar.
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Why Are Baseball Players Always Eating?

America's pastime is a game of snacks.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The World Series is the most important thing that can happen to a baseball player, and it is happening now to a bunch of them. You may have noticed that many have been conspicuously chewing things the entire time, including Yankees left fielder Alex Verdugo, who was blowing a bubble while misplaying a ball in the very first inning of Game 1.

The constant chewing is one of the weird things about baseball. Casual viewers respond to it by saying, "That's weird." Baseball fans respond to it by saying, "That's just how it is in baseball." And both statements are true. The chewing isn't happening only during downtime in the dugout. Players with pizzazz blow bubbles while catching fly balls or hitting home runs. Outfielders are the most frequent chompers, but even players in the much-busier infield will sometimes spit out a shell in the middle of the action, or gnaw on a toothpick. Once in a while a player will even be tempted by the ballpark snacks that fans are eating in the stands. My question is, Why?

I'll be honest: I care about this question because I love baseball, but also because I have a lot of dental problems and can't personally imagine putting Dubble Bubble in my mouth ever again. I became fixated on the issue following a game this June between the New York Mets and the Texas Rangers, during which pitcher Max "Mad Max" Scherzer was shown in the dugout laughing maniacally and heckling his former teammates, while also munching on sunflower seeds so aggressively that it looked as though he were munching off bits of his own teeth. I can't tell you how distressing this was.

The chewing habit is unique to baseball, America's best sport. You don't chew anything while playing football because you're probably wearing a mouth guard so that you don't accidentally bite off your own tongue. You wouldn't want to run around on a basketball court with something in your mouth, because you could choke on it. Even golfers and soccer players, who sometimes chew gum, do not commonly have pockets full of loose seeds, or barter with children for bags of Nerds Gummy Clusters.

Baseball isn't merely amenable to snacking; the game is arranged around it. Other sports have locker rooms and clubhouses full of snacks, but baseball has a dugout where players sit during the game and have continuous access to those snacks. A baseball player can even keep snacks in his pockets on the field, Brian Purvis, the head of the Chattanooga branch of the Society of American Baseball Research, told me. Then he added: "I would be curious why baseball uniforms even have pockets?"

One question at a time!

As for why all of this chewing is happening, I solicited input from dozens of baseball enthusiasts including historians, journalists, former players, sports nutritionists, and miscellaneous other interested parties, such as the publicists for various candy companies. Some of them acknowledged that it's weird. Others told me, "That's just how it is in baseball." And more than a few had theories to explain the practice--somehow, only one mentioned Freud.

Obviously, in the old days, baseball players chewed a lot of tobacco. This was partly on account of players' societally average addictions to nicotine, partly on account of its stimulating and supposedly performance-enhancing effects, and partly on account of their habit of slobbering tobacco juice onto the baseball so that it would be darker and harder for the opposing team to see and hit. The slobbering (but not the chewing) was disallowed in 1920 by a rule change against "ball defacing."

For many decades after, children watched as players smoked cigarettes in dugouts and visibly chewed dip while batting. They watched as players would, occasionally, choke on their tobacco wads and delay gameplay. The wads themselves grew even bigger and more visible in the '80s, when players realized they could wrap their chewing tobacco in bubble gum to hold the leaves together. Tobacco was not denounced by Major League Baseball until the '90s, when it was banned first from minor-league stadiums and then from the annual All-Star Game.

But the habit was a sticky one, and hard to get rid of entirely. If tobacco was going out of fashion, it would have to be replaced, in the words of the internet's favorite baseball movie, by re-creating it in the aggregate. Gum could replace the chewing; seeds could replace the spitting. Hence, a 1997 headline in the Sarasota Herald-Tribune: "Chew Tobacco's Out, but Ballplayers Young and Old Agree That, Whether It's Bubble Gum or Sunflower Seeds, You Need to Jaw on Something."

Read: Goodbye, Coliseum

Tobacco is now banned from many Major League stadiums, and it was mostly banned from the sport of baseball itself in 2016, not long after Hall of Famer Tony Gwynn died from oral cancer. Bubble gum and sunflower seeds remain as popular as ever. Dodgers first baseman Freddie Freeman, who has been in the Major Leagues since 2010, doesn't chew tobacco, yet he will dump an entire bag of seeds into his mouth at one time. Yankees pitcher Nestor Cortes, who made his debut two years after the tobacco ban, has said that he chews "at least 30" pieces of gum per game.

If they aren't chewing for the high, what's the point? Other claimed effects came up here and there during my interviews. Some people mentioned that baseball is a game that involves sliding in dirt, and that chewing gum can help you keep the taste of the field out of your mouth. Ken Clawson, a former minor-league baseball player, said he'd read somewhere that the habit gets more blood flowing to the head and can therefore help with focus. SABR's Purvis thought chewing had to do with timing: "Something about the rhythmic moving of the mouth allows them to set their internal metronome." Sure!

When I got in touch with John Thorn, the longtime official historian of Major League Baseball, he was unimpressed by the batch of theories that I'd gathered to that point. He said that eating is just a way of dispelling nervous energy. "The calming effect of chewing tobacco was largely in the chewing, not in the messy weed," he told me. "The charm of sunflower seeds may be entirely attributed to Freud."

In other words: The oral fixations relax the players, who are like so many giant, strong, and handsome babies sucking their thumbs.

Anxiety and dirt in the mouth aren't the whole story, though. When looking to explain anything in American life, one should always look at the commercial interests involved--Big Chewing, in this case.

John Thorn walked me through the history of baseball's relationship to the great oral-fixation industries. Lou Gehrig, Ted Williams, Joe DiMaggio, and other baseball greats appeared in ads for cigarettes, which sometimes implied that their elite athletic performance was enabled by their choice of smokes. Chewing gum came in later: Beginning in the 1920s, William Wrigley Jr., the founder of the Wrigley Company and the owner of the Chicago Cubs, allowed numerous radio stations to carry Cubs games, because this would also serve to advertise his gum. His son and successor, Philip Wrigley, provided gum to players in the clubhouse (and, incidentally, referred to his product as "an adult pacifier"). Other entrepreneurs spread gum throughout the league. Sy Berger, of the Topps trading-card company, wooed players to license out their likeness by giving them free stuff, including Topps's hit product, Bazooka bubble gum.

Gum and baseball cards were such a natural pairing that, eventually, kids could buy a pack of gum with a baseball card in it, or a pack of baseball cards with a stick of gum in it. In 1975, the TV broadcaster and former Major League catcher Joe Garagiola hosted a bubble-blowing championship. The contest was sponsored by Bazooka, and the winner, the Milwaukee Brewers' Kurt Bevacqua, was honored with a special baseball card. Soon after, the debut of Big League Chew gave kids an opportunity to emulate professional baseball players by chewing gum that was shredded to look like tobacco--the idea being that money could be made in preventing kids (and adults) from taking up a truly disgusting habit while continuing to channel their dreams to baseball. (They could mail in wrappers to receive a World Series-inspired ring.)

Read: Moneyball broke baseball

Candy companies have found ample opportunities in baseball ever since. Turk Wendell, a former relief pitcher for the Mets who is best remembered by the baseball-viewing public as the guy who wore a necklace draped with claws and teeth, was known to chew black licorice on the mound. He also received free candy all the time. "Brach's candy in Chicago would FedEx me whatever I wanted," he told me. "Any kind of candy--they would FedEx it to me on dry ice so it was fresh." Today's young players get excited about candy collaborations. The Yankees' baby-faced shortstop, Anthony Volpe, used a Dubble Bubble-themed baseball bat in a game this year. The Mets' baby-faced third baseman, Mark Vientos, wore cleats made by Adidas in partnership with Haribo, the German candy company whose gummy bears often appear in modern baseball dugouts.

Chewing seeds, which also goes back decades, is a somewhat less commercial custom. Reggie Jackson, who made it cool to chew packaged sunflower seeds in the 1970s, suggested that the nutrients provided by his habit could help prevent pulled muscles. "Mr. October may have been on to something," Corey Tremble, the director of minor-league medical operations for the Texas Rangers, told me. The seeds are salty, and sodium is one of the main electrolytes lost through sweat. Chewing them during a game may work "to keep our muscles healthy and firing properly."

Of course, there are a lot of other ways for players to accomplish the nutritional task of "consuming salt." Many foods and drinks are salty, including--as Tremble noted--the cups of Gatorade that those guys are always swilling in the dugout. And a 1996 Wall Street Journal story about in-game sunflower seeds said that chewers were showing off their "tooth-tongue coordination" and that they stood in awe of Jackson not because his muscles weren't cramping but, as one pitcher told the newspaper, because he "could eat 'em and spit the shells like a machine gun."

In the process of reporting this story, I emailed 66 members of the Society for American Baseball Research, some of whom forwarded my question about chewing to still more members of the Society for American Baseball Research. The total number is unknown to me, though I received more responses than I could possibly manage.

Warren Simpson, of the West Texas chapter of SABR, got in touch to share his theory. Simpson is part of the Vintage Base Ball Association, an intriguing body that plays baseball in antique uniforms, and according to the rules of the late 1800s. In this league, it is still legal to throw spitballs, which is why Simpson himself started chewing tobacco in 2001. (He has since stopped.) He thinks chewing persists in baseball purely as tradition. Younger players chew because they think that's what they're supposed to do. "It's part of what you believe is the culture," he said.

Read: Americans don't really like to chew

It's true that baseball people are obsessed with tradition, and that kids will try to imitate their heroes. The retired center fielder Lenny Dykstra said he chewed tobacco because he'd grown up watching Rod Carew chew tobacco. Simpson told me that when he was a kid, everyone wanted to make basket catches like Willie Mays, or to be a switch-hitter like Mickey Mantle. In Simpson's case, he wanted to get hit by a lot of pitches like his favorite player, Ron Hunt, who had set the Major League record for doing so in 1971 and famously said, "Some people give their bodies to science; I give mine to baseball." They are not always valuable life lessons that you are learning from these idols, Simpson acknowledged. "It might have been better if he was blowing bubble gum."

Baseball's chewing tradition may also intersect with its long history of strategic rule-breaking. Baseball fans still gossip about which players might be flouting the tobacco ban. One of my favorite baseball players, Jesse Winker, is constantly eating Tootsie Rolls, even while running the bases--even while engaging in arguments with opposing players. I think Winker is chewing Tootsie Rolls just because he likes them, but it's certainly true that having Tootsie Rolls or any other brown and waddish foods available in baseball dugouts gives cover to anybody else who might still be chewing tobacco. Tootsie Roll Industries, which once promised to award 1 million Tootsie Rolls to whoever scored the millionth run in the history of Major League Baseball, did not respond to my questions. Neither did the league.

That said, baseball is also a baffling sport played by fastidious people with numerous eccentricities and superstitions. Turk Wendell told me that he started chewing black licorice on the mound while he was in college. When his young teammates spat tobacco juice on his shoes, he needed a way to spit back without picking up a tobacco habit himself. "I thought, Well, I like black licorice and it looks like tobacco so it looks like I'm pretty cool," he said. (He was chewing not-tobacco to cover up the fact that he wasn't really chewing tobacco. This inverts the Tootsie Roll theory laid out above and also proves its feasibility.) Whatever his original motivation, Wendell got into chewing licorice, and then he never stopped. Wendell also liked to brush his teeth between innings. He did that for the first time because he had a bad taste in his mouth. (Was it dirt? I forgot to ask.) Right after, he struck out three batters. "Once you do something and you're successful, you keep doing it," he said.

If this is true for Wendell, perhaps it's true for baseball on the whole. Once you've started chewing, how do you kick the habit?

I bet you're still waiting for me to give the most obvious explanation for baseball's chewing: The game is boring. Putting something in your mouth is something you do when you're bored.

Fine. I'm a baseball fan, and I was inclined to dispute the premise, but even baseball players are partial to this theory. Wendell told me that he chewed in part because the games were so monotonous. So did Trevor May, a former pitcher and current media personality; he said that chewing sunflower seeds and gum is "the equivalent of watching a bad Netflix movie while you fold laundry." Joe Nelson, another former pitcher, said that baseball is "incredibly boring." Relief pitchers, in particular, spend much of the game out in the bullpen, separated from the action, he told me, and that "can get exhausting, mentally." To chomp or spit is to stay awake and stay ready.

This makes sense to me. Agatha Christie used to eat apples in the bathtub whenever she was having a hard time working out her elaborate murder-mystery plots. You do whatever it takes to put your brain in your body.

Here I think it's important to note that Major League Baseball prohibits the use of smartphones during games. Players in the dugout will sometimes watch footage of their at-bats on a shared iPad, leading fans to joke that they've been "rewarded with screen time." But, generally, the players are more bored than you've been in years! You don't remember what it's like to be that bored. Maybe that's why you--and I--might think all the chewing that baseball players do is weird, whereas the fans of prior generations might have understood it to be normal.

Time expands during a baseball game, and players have only what's in their skulls to keep them occupied. "Baseball is a ponderous game with plenty of room for pastimes within a pastime," Clayton Trutor, of the Vermont SABR chapter, told me. The snacks are raw materials. You will see players build little towers out of gum or use it to adhere a paper cup to an unsuspecting teammate's hat. Baseball fans were tickled this year when Seattle Mariners pitcher Luis Castillo placed his sunflower seeds in the dirt in an ornate arrangement that possibly represented some kind of message to extraterrestrials.

"Baseball is a stop-action sport, and in that regard it permits not only such activities as bubble-blowing but also reflection," Thorn told me, "and this is why baseball is the game of literature." It was a little bit of a non sequitur, but I knew what he meant. Baseball is the subject of a good deal of classic American writing. And baseball players--though it may not always seem this way--are living the life of the mind. This is why they chew.

Fans are also in their heads. Thorn suggested that baseball's open, airy nature is the reason that I, as a viewer, would even notice that players are chewing all the time. Arguably, watching baseball is making me a more observant and curious person.

My next questions are "Why do baseball uniforms have pockets?" and, relatedly, "Why do baseball players wear belts?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/baseball-player-chewing-mystery/680448/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Year My Father Died

A poem for Wednesday

by Katie Peterson




(for Jan) 
 
 The mind is a prison, portcullis-
 hidden, surrounded by a moat. Rituals
 inside designed for correction.
 The dangerous belong in the dungeon. The year
 my father died, I went to the mind.
 
 The year after, I went about my business.
 My marriage existed. We painted
 the house, raised the child inside it, changed
 the path of the rose trellis
 to avoid the lemon tree. Survived.
 
 For the rest of my life, I travelled
 across the earth. I brought to the mountain
 what belonged to the mountain.
 I threw in the sea
 nearly everything else.
 
 In a train station, my father waits
 on the bench the porter shined in the wee hours
 of whatever day this is.
 It can't be
 You are not meant to come with me
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How Israel Could Be Changing Iran's Nuclear Calculus

Newly threatened, the Iranian regime might pursue a bomb to try to salvage its national security.

by Uri Friedman




The latest salvo in the decades-long conflict between Iran and Israel lit up the predawn sky over Tehran on Saturday. Israeli aircraft encountered little resistance as they struck military targets in retaliation for an Iranian attack earlier this month. Although Iran appeared to downplay its impact, the strike was Israel's largest ever against the Islamic Republic. It raised not only the specter of full-scale war but also a prospect that experts told me has become much more conceivable in recent weeks: the emergence of Iran as a nuclear-armed state.

Think of Iran's defenses as a stool with three legs. Two of them have suddenly gone wobbly. The first is Iran's regional proxy network. This includes, most notably, Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Lebanon, both of which Israel has dismantled through air strikes, incursions, and high-profile assassinations. Israel has even gone after Iran's top military commanders. The second is an arsenal of missiles and drones, which Iran used to directly attack Israel for the first time in April, and then again this month. Not only did the strikes prove ineffective--Israeli and U.S. defenses largely thwarted them--but they also failed to deter Israel from continuing to hack away at the first leg and strike back as it did over the weekend.

That leaves the third leg: the Iranian nuclear program. Now that Israel has demonstrated its superiority over Iran's proxies and conventional weapons--and degraded both in the process--Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei may decide to pursue a bomb in a risky attempt to salvage some measure of national security. He won't have far to go. The program has made major advances since 2018, when the U.S. withdrew from its multilateral nuclear agreement with the regime, which now has enough near-weapons-grade uranium to produce several bombs, according to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). This already gives the country considerable leverage, but "there is a risk Khamenei decides that in this environment, a nuclear threshold won't cut it, and Iran needs nuclear weapons," Eric Brewer, a nonproliferation expert at the Nuclear Threat Initiative, told me.

Although Brewer and other experts I spoke with did not predict that Iran will go nuclear in the near term, they agreed that it is likelier than ever before. If Iran were to acquire nuclear weapons during the metastasizing conflict in the Middle East, it could become the first country to do so while at war since the United States in 1945. But Iran also has many ways to wield its nuclear program that stop short of getting a weapon, injecting further peril into an already volatile new nuclear age.

In recent years, current and former Iranian officials have insisted that the country is either already able to build a nuclear bomb or very close to that point. In the past month, as Iran awaited the retaliation that came on Saturday, its pronouncements got more pointed. Although the regime still denies that it's seeking a weapon, a senior adviser to Khamenei warned that any Israeli strikes on its nuclear sites--which were spared over the weekend--could alter the nation's "nuclear strategic policies." That same week, a group of 39 Iranian lawmakers urged the Supreme National Security Council to eliminate its formal ban on the production of nuclear weapons.

Read: What if Iran already has the bomb?

The latest rhetoric in official circles could be a response to Iran's shifting public discourse. Nicole Grajewski, an expert on Iranian nuclear decision making at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told me that Israel's assassination of the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah last month seems to have piqued Iranian public interest in their country's nuclear program. She's noticed a greater number of Iranian commentators on Telegram discussing Tehran's nuclear capabilities.

Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar, a Texas A&M professor who studies nuclear statecraft and Iranian politics, has also observed this shift in Iranian public and elite sentiment. But he traces it back further, to America's exit from the Iran nuclear deal and then, two years later, its assassination of the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani. When the deal took effect in 2015, Tabaar told me, the regime was responsive to public pressure to limit its nuclear program and improve relations with the United States. Discussing the nuclear-weapons option was, as he put it, "taboo." But in recent weeks, he said, he's seen "a lively debate" on social media about whether or not to pursue a bomb, even among critics of the regime outside the country.

"There is this realization that, yes, the regime and the [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps] are repressive, but we live in this neighborhood and maybe we need to have" nuclear weapons, Tabaar told me before the latest strike.

That decision belongs to Khamenei, but the increased public interest that Tabaar has observed creates an opening for Iranian leaders to advance the country's nuclear program. As Tabaar noted, such decisions are often informed by the views of elites and by the regime's "fear of popular revolt."

Still, neither Grajewski nor Tabaar anticipates that the regime will immediately seek a bomb. Iran could instead use its near-nuclear status to its advantage, including by escalating threats to go nuclear, announcing progress in uranium enrichment, rebuffing international oversight, or exiting the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. In addition, Iran could try to reinforce the other legs of its security--by working with partners such as Russia and North Korea to upgrade its conventional military capabilities, and by bolstering proxy groups such as the Houthis in Yemen while seeking to rebuild Hamas and Hezbollah.

But strengthening these other legs could take years, and Israel appears poised to press its military advantage. That leaves a crucial question for Iran's leaders: Is the country's nuclear-threshold capability enough of a deterrent?

If they decide to cross the threshold and go nuclear, Iranian leaders know that their adversaries will likely detect their efforts and try to intervene, potentially undermining the very security Tehran may be seeking. The latest U.S. estimates indicate that Iran might require only a week or two to enrich uranium to weapons-grade. But concealing such a move from IAEA inspectors without kicking them out of the country would be challenging. And Iran could need more than a year--or at least several months, by some estimates--to convert its uranium into a usable weapon.

Those months constitute "a pretty big window of vulnerability" in which "Israel or the United States could disrupt Iran's work to build a nuclear weapon, including through military action," Brewer explained. So he thinks it's "unlikely" that the supreme leader will wake up one morning and declare, "Damn the torpedoes. All hands on deck. We're going to weapons-grade today."

A more plausible outcome, Brewer and Grajewski believe, is that Iran covertly resumes the research on weaponizing fissile material that it halted in 2003. The goal would be to "shorten the window of vulnerability" between amassing weapons-grade uranium, putting it into a nuclear device, and fashioning a deliverable weapon, Brewer told me. This weaponization work is more difficult (though not impossible) to spot than uranium enrichment, at least at declared facilities still monitored by the IAEA. International inspectors retain access to facilities containing fissile material, but Iran has reduced the frequency of inspections since 2018, when the U.S. exited the nuclear deal. The regime has also ended IAEA monitoring of other sites related to its nuclear program, raising the possibility that it has moved some centrifuges to undeclared facilities. Nevertheless, U.S. officials said this month that they could probably detect any decision to build nuclear weapons soon after Iranian leaders make it.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: The growing incentive to go nuclear

American officials often speak about whether Iran's leaders have "made the decision" to attain nuclear weapons, but Tabaar argued that Tehran's calculations don't work that way. Think of a dimmer, not a light switch: Iran is "making sure all components are there to preserve its option to develop nuclear weapons, gradually more and more." Tabaar added, however, that there are "two very extreme scenarios" in which he could imagine Iranian leaders suddenly making the call to flip the nuclear switch. The first is a "window of opportunity" in which Iran's enemies are distracted by, say, a major conflict elsewhere in the world. The second is "a window of threat" in which Iranian leaders fear that their adversaries are about to unleash a massive bombing campaign that could destroy the country or regime.

Brewer posited one other wild-card scenario: The supreme leader might proceed with weapons-grade enrichment at declared facilities if he assumes that he can achieve it before Israel or the U.S. has a chance to destroy those facilities, thereby establishing some measure of deterrence. "That would be a very, very risky gamble," Brewer said--particularly if Israel learns of Tehran's decision in time to unleash preemptive strikes. Additional enrichment might not ward off an Israeli or American attack anyway. Although 90 percent enrichment is typically considered the level required for weaponization, experts believe that Iran might already be able to use its current stock of 60-percent-enriched uranium to make a bomb. Anything higher wouldn't necessarily establish greater deterrence.

But, as Brewer has noted, history offers several examples of regional crises prompting states to "break out," or race for a bomb. Shortly before the 1967 Six-Day War, Israel reportedly rushed to assemble nuclear devices out of concerns about possible Egyptian strikes on its nuclear facilities. Amid tensions with India over the disputed territory of Kashmir, Pakistan is believed to have begun building nuclear weapons by 1990. That same year, following Iraq's invasion of Kuwait, Saddam Hussein ordered an impractical (and unsuccessful) effort to quickly build a nuclear weapon. "I can give you lots of really good reasons why breaking out would be a terrible decision by the supreme leader," Brewer told me. "I can also give you lots of reasons why the crash nuclear-weapons program in Iraq was a terrible decision. But [the Iraqis] still made it."

I asked my Atlantic Council colleague Danny Citrinowicz, who from 2013 to 2016 led the Israeli military's analysis of Iranian strategy, whether Iran is more likely to become a nuclear-weapons state today than it was at any point in the many years that he's monitored its nuclear program. He didn't hesitate: "Definitely."

Citrinowicz broke down that answer into relative probabilities. He pegged the chances of Iran "storming" to a bomb--by, for example, detonating a nuclear device for demonstration purposes--at 10 percent, the highest he's ever assessed it. Before Hamas's October 7 terrorist attack against Israel, he would have said "close to zero." He assigned a 30 percent probability to the scenario of Iran enriching uranium to weapons-grade, though perhaps only a minimal amount to show off its capabilities.

To my surprise, the scenario he deemed most likely--at 60 percent--was Iran pursuing negotiations on a new nuclear deal with the United States and other world powers. Citrinowicz could envision Kamala Harris and even Donald Trump--perhaps reprising the openness to nuclear diplomacy that he displayed with North Korea, despite his typically hard-line stance on Iran--being amenable to such talks after the U.S. presidential election. A diplomatic agreement would probably inhibit Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, but it could also provide the country with economic relief. As an added benefit, a deal with Washington might serve as a wedge between the United States and Israel, the latter of which would likely oppose the agreement. Israel would be less inclined to strike Iranian nuclear facilities if it couldn't count on U.S. support, or at least it would be less capable of penetrating their heavy fortifications without help from America's arsenal.

Read: The unraveling of Trump's North Korea policy

Still, there are many reasons to be skeptical about the possibility of a new nuclear deal with Iran. Russia and China, both parties to the 2o15 pact, are far more hostile to the United States today than they were then. Khamenei has expressed a general willingness to reengage in negotiations, but he has also instructed his government that the U.S. can't be trusted. And Iran will be much less likely to enter into a comprehensive agreement again now that Washington has already pulled out of one and reimposed sanctions, delivering a shock to Iran's economy. Getting the regime to agree to anything beyond limited concessions on its nuclear program appears implausible.

One way or another, though, Citrinowicz expects 2025 to be "decisive." Without a new agreement, Iranian leaders could start procuring a bomb. Or Israel and the U.S. could take military action to stave them off. And either of those scenarios could trigger the other.

If Iran heads for the bomb, or leverages its threshold status for geopolitical gain, that could encourage other countries, including U.S. partners, to develop their own nuclear programs. "I absolutely do worry that we could live in a world in the future of not necessarily more nuclear-weapons states but more countries that have this capability to build nuclear weapons," Brewer said.

In some ways, Iran has already passed the point of no return. By enriching uranium to 60 percent, Tehran has demonstrated that it probably possesses the technical expertise to further enrich that material to weapons-grade, which requires minimal additional effort. Destroying Iran's physical nuclear infrastructure would be exceedingly difficult. Wiping out Iran's nuclear knowledge base is not possible. Even if Israel or the U.S. takes military action, the threat of a nuclear Iran will almost certainly persist, at least as long as the current regime remains in power.

Should Iran get nuclear weapons, that would likely embolden its regime at home and abroad, elevate the risk of nuclear terrorism, upend deterrence dynamics between Iran and Israel along with the United States, and spur either an extension of the U.S. nuclear umbrella over Arab partners in the Middle East or a nuclear-arms race in the region--among a host of other potential consequences.

But such outcomes are hard to forecast, because so much of what we know about the interplay between nuclear weapons and international affairs is based on the Cold War and post-Cold War periods. We are now in a third nuclear age, in which nuclear and near-nuclear states come in a greater variety of shapes and sizes. Arms-control agreements have unraveled, diplomatic channels between adversaries have vanished, and establishing nuclear deterrence has never been more complicated.

After the advent of nuclear weapons in the 1940s, at least one new country acquired the world's most destructive arms every decade until the 2010s, when the streak ended. Nearly halfway through the 2020s, it seems like we may revert to the historical pattern before this decade is done.
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Hannah Dreier Wins 2024 Michael Kelly Award for <em>New York Times</em> Investigation

Finalists are from the <em>Detroit Free Press</em>,<em> </em>the<em> Daily Beast</em>,<em> </em>and<em> The Washington Post</em>.




Hannah Dreier is the winner of the 21st annual Michael Kelly Award for her series "Alone and Exploited," published by The New York Times in 2023. Dreier's sweeping and groundbreaking investigation into migrant child labor in the United States brought a "new economy of exploitation" to national attention.
 
 In their commendation, the judges describe Dreier's reporting as tenacious and impactful, and note her "sheer doggedness in uncovering this scandal." Dreier is a Pulitzer Prize-winning investigative reporter for the Times, as well as a two-time Michael Kelly Award finalist. She will be awarded a prize of $25,000.
 
 Given annually by The Atlantic, the Michael Kelly Award honors journalists whose work exemplifies "the fearless pursuit and expression of truth," qualities that defined Michael Kelly's own life and career. Kelly was the first journalist killed while covering the Iraq War, in 2003. He served as editor of The Atlantic and National Journal when both magazines were publications of Atlantic Media, chaired by David G. Bradley. Bradley created the award in Kelly's honor.
 
 Journalists from three other news organizations were recognized as finalists, and each will receive a $3,000 award: Georgea Kovanis and Mandi Wright, at the Detroit Free Press, for their intimate portrait of a heroin and fentanyl addict amid the opioid crisis; Philip Obaji Jr., at the Daily Beast, for his reporting on the Wagner Group's shady operations in the Central African Republic; and a team of more than 75 journalists at The Washington Post, for their deep dive into the rise of the AR-15.
 
 Five judges selected the winner and the finalists: Jenisha Watts, a senior editor at The Atlantic; Toby Lester, a senior editor at Harvard Business Review; James Warren, the executive editor of NewsGuard; Ena Alvarado, a writer and former assistant editor at The Atlantic; and Cullen Murphy, the editor at large of The Atlantic.
 
 A list of the past winners and finalists, as well as remembrances of Kelly from friends and colleagues, can be found at www.michaelkellyaward.com.
 
 Press Contact:
 Anna Bross | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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        The Democratic Theory of Winning With Less
        Ronald Brownstein

        For years, the dominant belief in both parties has been that Democrats need to run up a big lead in the national presidential popular vote to win an Electoral College majority. But in the dead-heat election of 2024, that may no longer be true. The distinctive dynamics of the 2024 campaign could allow Kamala Harris to eke out an Electoral College win even if Donald Trump runs better in the national popular vote this time than during his previous two campaigns.The belief that Democrats need a big p...

      

      
        Muslim American Support for Trump Is an Act of Self-Sabotage
        Hussein Ibish

        Over the weekend, a group of Arab American and Muslim American leaders in Michigan appeared onstage at a Donald Trump rally and urged their communities to vote for him. The outreach might be working: A recent poll showed Trump with a narrow lead among Arab American voters.This is shocking, but hardly surprising. It's shocking because Trump's stated policies--on Palestine, on political freedom, and on the very presence of Muslims in America--are antithetical to so much of what most of these voters b...

      

      
        Why Kamala Harris Is Targeting Deep-Red Counties
        David A. Graham

        Photographs by Mike BellemeGaston County, North Carolina, is not an obvious place to look for Democrats. Just a few miles east is Charlotte, one of the state's Democratic strongholds, but suburban Gaston hasn't voted for a Democratic presidential candidate since 1976, when the South threw its weight behind Jimmy Carter. In recent years, the high-water mark is Barack Obama's 37 percent vote share in his first election. In 2020, it was one of President Donald Trump's last campaign stops as he worke...

      

      
        Revenge Voting Is a Mistake
        Gal Beckerman

        The Soviet dissident Andrei Sakharov was a zealous defender of all human rights, but there was one he spoke about as a first among equals: the right to emigrate. This was, he wrote, "an essential condition of spiritual freedom." The power to vote with your feet, to exit if you so choose, gave the individual a veto over the state. So many other rights are important for an open society--expressing your political views, worshiping freely, assembling without constraint--but all have much less meaning i...

      

      
        How the Trump Resistance Gave Up
        Franklin Foer

        Shortly after Donald Trump won the presidency in 2016, a raft of self-help books and articles appeared, written by students of post-Soviet society. Drawing on lessons gleaned from Vladimir Putin's Russia, these authors sought to supply Americans with a manual for thwarting Trumpism. In The New York Review of Books, Masha Gessen published an essay titled "Autocracy: Rules for Survival." The Yale historian Timothy Snyder churned out a best-selling pamphlet, On Tyranny, a step-by-step guide to resis...

      

      
        How to Prevent the Worst From Happening
        Peter Wehner

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Many Republicans would say that it is one thing, and quite an awful thing, to withhold a vote from Donald Trump--but that voting for Kamala Harris, a "San Francisco Democrat," is nothing short of a betrayal, an act of apostasy, impossible for any true conservative to justify.They're wrong, though in one respect it's understandable why they're wrong. Harris is hardly an avatar of conservatism. She is, after all...

      

      
        The People Who Don't Read Political News
        Olga Khazan

        When Bryan Jarrell, an Evangelical pastor in Ligonier, Pennsylvania, came across an election-themed episode of a podcast, he'd skip right over it. He would mute the TV when political ads came on, tried to teach his social-media feeds that he wasn't interested in politics, and would throw campaign mailers straight in the trash. He'd skim news headlines sometimes, but if he could tell that the story was about national politics, he'd keep scrolling.Today, exactly one week before the election, he wil...

      

      
        Ohio Isn't Just J. D. Vance Country
        David A. Graham

        One freezing day this spring, Shammas Malik was slogging through an agenda that would overwhelm anyone. The new mayor of Akron, Ohio, had to meet with a city-council member who was upset over a recent shooting in his ward. The interim police chief stopped by to discuss the incident, which underscored that Malik still had to pick a permanent head for the troubled department. Meanwhile, the council was debating whether to fund his plan--a hallmark promise of his campaign--to open the government up fo...

      

      
        Under the Spell of the Crowd
        George Packer

        On Sunday afternoon, I stood for three hours in a block of Midtown Manhattan--33rd Street, between 6th and 7th Avenues--surrounded by thousands of Donald Trump supporters. Every half hour or so, the herd shuffled forward 15 or 20 feet before the police barriers up ahead closed again. Whenever we moved, a chant of "USA! USA!" broke out, only to die as soon as progress stopped. Madison Square Garden, where Trump and an all-star MAGA lineup were on the bill, stood in view the whole time, a few hundred...

      

      
        Trump Wants You to Accept All of This as Normal
        Anne Applebaum

        In the final week of this election season, the Republican Party is running two different campaigns. One of them is an ugly and angry but conventional political enterprise. Donald Trump and other Republicans make speeches; party operatives seek to get out the vote; money is spent in swing states; television and radio advertisements proliferate. The people running that campaign are focused on winning the election.Last night, in New York City's Madison Square Garden, we caught a glimpse of the other...

      

      
        The Comically Terrible Rollout of Latter-day Saints for Trump
        McKay Coppins

        One of the more puzzling, albeit obscure, subplots in the final weeks of this campaign season has been Donald Trump's thunderingly incompetent effort to court Mormon voters.Earlier this month, the former president's campaign launched Latter-day Saints for Trump, one of several "coalition" groups designed to coordinate outreach to specific subsections of the electorate. (See also: Catholics for Trump, Jewish Voices for Trump, and Latino Americans for Trump.) The campaign's special attention to the...

      

      
        A Bogus New Rationale for Trump's Economic Agenda
        Scott Lincicome

        Perhaps the most levelheaded defense of Donald Trump's misguided plan for steep global tariffs is that they'll never be imposed. Trump surrogates have lately been assuring the business world that the former president will, if elected, use merely the threat of across-the-board import taxes of 10 to 20 percent to pressure other countries to lower their own barriers to American goods. The result: freer trade among participating nations, and more revenue for American companies, without ever firing an...

      

      
        This Is Trump's Message
        David A. Graham

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.We might as well start with the lowlight of last night's Trump campaign rally at Madison Square Garden. That would be Tony Hinchcliffe, a podcaster who's part of Joe Rogan's circle, and who was the evening's first speaker."These Latinos, they love making babies too. Just know that. They do. They do. There's no pulling out. They don't do that. They come inside," he joked. "Just like they did to our country." A...

      

      
        Donald Trump's Dog Whistles Are Unmistakable
        David A. Graham

        When someone attacks the messenger rather than the message, they're usually revealing something.Friday night in Austin, Texas, the Republican presidential nominee, Donald Trump, fiercely criticized The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, over a recent report about Trump's troubling attitude toward the military, which he believes should be loyal to him personally. As Goldberg reports, Trump said, "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had," which is both chilling and historically illit...

      

      
        'A Lot of People Live Here, and Everybody Votes'
        Russell Berman

        Barack Obama was barely three minutes into his speech inside a Madison, Wisconsin, arena on Tuesday when he delivered his call to action--"I am asking you to vote"--a plea so eagerly anticipated by the thousands in attendance that they erupted in cheers before he could finish the line.Kamala Harris's campaign had dispatched its most valuable surrogate to Wisconsin's heavily Democratic capital on the swing state's first day of early voting, with just two weeks to go until the election. Before this c...

      

      
        Mitch McConnell's Worst Political Miscalculation
        Michael Tackett

        After the Capitol riot was finally contained on January 6, 2021, Mitch McConnell spoke from the Senate floor in unambiguous terms. The Senate, said the then-majority leader, would do its duty "by the book," and not be deterred by the violent mob's attempt at intimidation. McConnell said that the rioters had failed in their attempt to disrupt American democracy. The Senate affirmed Joe Biden's election, but the American catechism of a peaceful transfer of power had been sullied.This was a moment o...

      

      
        Blue States Gave Trump and Vance an Opening
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Donald Trump and J. D. Vance have a story to sell you: Amid a scramble for housing in the United States, the real problem is the presence of immigrants.Americans "cannot ignore the impact that the flood of 21 million illegal aliens has had on driving up housing costs," Trump argued at the Economic Club of New York's luncheon in September. Vance has made this argument even more fervently--on X, in recent interviews, and in other venues. During the vice-presidential debate, Vance declared that "25 m...

      

      
        The Charisma-vs.-Charm Election
        Conor Friedersdorf

        To understand modern politics, including the Kamala Harris and Donald Trump campaigns, distinguishing between two qualities--charisma and charm--is vital. They are different kinds of political magnetism. And thanks to the sociologist Julia Sonnevend, I'll never conflate them again.In her book Charm: How Magnetic Personalities Shape Global Politics, she defines charisma as the German sociologist Max Weber did--a quality by which an individual "is set apart from ordinary men." Possessing it does not ...

      

      
        Trump Is Being Very Honest About One Thing
        David A. Graham

        In the early 17th century, the English jurist Edward Coke laid out a fundamental principle of any constitutional order: No man can be the judge in his own case. Donald Trump thinks he has found a work-around.The Republican presidential candidate yesterday confirmed what many observers have long expected: If he is elected president in two weeks, he will fire Jack Smith, the Justice Department special counsel investigating him, right away. No man can be his own judge--but if he can dismiss the prose...

      

      
        Trump: <<<Necesito el tipo de generales que tuvo Hitler>>>
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Read this article in English.Para apoyar el periodismo de The Atlantic, suscribete hoy mismo.En abril de 2020, Vanessa Guillen, una soldado rasa del ejercito de 20 anos, fue apaleada hasta la muerte por un companero en Fort Hood, en Texas. El asesino, ayudado por su novia, quemo el cuerpo de Guillen. Los restos de Guillen fueron descubiertos dos meses despues, enterrados en la orilla de un rio cercano a la base, tras una busqueda masiva.Guillen, hija de inmigrantes mexicanos, crecio en Houston, y...

      

      
        The Democrats' Hail Mary
        Elaine Godfrey

        A few years ago, all of this would have been extremely weird. Actually, as the Democrats around me in the theater stood to applaud Liz Cheney--the pro-life, ultraconservative daughter of Dick--it still kind of was. The former third-ranked GOP House leader was joined onstage in the Philadelphia suburbs by three young onetime Donald Trump staffers, together issuing a warning about his potentially catastrophic unfitness for office--the four horsewomen heralding the threat of the Trump-ocalypse. Attende...

      

      
        'There's People That Are Absolutely Ready to Take on a Civil War'
        John Hendrickson

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Tucker Carlson's eyes narrowed as he conjured the image. A Donald Trump victory, he said at a campaign event in Gwinnett County, Georgia, last night, "will be a middle finger wagging in the face of the worst people in the English-speaking world."Trump maintains that he's running for president a third time to restore and unite the country. But many Democrats and even some Republicans have expressed profound co...

      

      
        The Swing States Are in Good Hands
        Paul Rosenzweig

        In thinking about the days and weeks after November 5, when unfounded attacks on the vote count and the integrity of America's election are most likely to arise, one must begin with an uncomfortable acknowledgment: The threat to the fair evaluation of the results comes from only one party. There has never been any suggestion that Democratic officials are likely to systematically disrupt the lawful counting of ballots. The risk, such as it is, comes from possible spurious legal challenges raised b...
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The Democratic Theory of Winning With Less

This election will be decided not by another big popular vote but by the slenderest of margins in the Rust Belt battlegrounds.

by Ronald Brownstein




For years, the dominant belief in both parties has been that Democrats need to run up a big lead in the national presidential popular vote to win an Electoral College majority. But in the dead-heat election of 2024, that may no longer be true. The distinctive dynamics of the 2024 campaign could allow Kamala Harris to eke out an Electoral College win even if Donald Trump runs better in the national popular vote this time than during his previous two campaigns.

The belief that Democrats need a big popular-vote win to prevail in the electoral vote hardened in the course of those two previous Trump campaigns. In 2020, Joe Biden beat Trump by a resounding 4.5 percentage points in the popular vote but still only squeezed past him by relatively small margins in the three Rust Belt battlegrounds of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin that decided the race. In 2016, Hillary Clinton beat Trump by two points in the national popular vote but narrowly lost those same three states, and with them the presidency.

That history has weighed heavily on Democrats as a procession of recent polls has shown Trump shrinking or even erasing Harris's national lead. But the pattern of differences among white, Black, and Latino voters found in most of those national surveys show how Harris could still potentially capture the 270 Electoral College votes needed for victory--even if she wins the nationwide popular vote by much less than Biden did in 2020, and possibly by only about the same margin that Clinton got in 2016.

The principal reason is that these recent polls show Trump making most of his gains in national support by performing better among Black and, especially, Latino voters than he did in either of those previous elections. Even the most favorable surveys for Trump consistently find Harris polling very close to Biden's level of support in 2020 among white voters, which had improved over Clinton's performance with that group by several points. In other words, Harris will likely rely a bit more on white voters than her party's past two nominees did.

That subtle shift is the crucial distinction from the earlier contests. It could allow Harris to scrape a win by sweeping the predominantly white, former "Blue Wall" battlegrounds of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, even if Trump improves over his prior popular-vote results by gaining among Black and Latino voters (and Black and Latino men in particular).

Read: Elon Musk wants you to think this election's being stolen

In each of his previous two races, Trump benefited because the decisive states leaned more Republican than the nation overall. In both 2016 and 2020, Wisconsin was the tipping-point state that provided the 270th Electoral College vote for the winner--first for Trump, then for Biden. In 2016, Trump ran about three percentage points better in Wisconsin than he did nationally; in 2020, he ran nearly four points better in Wisconsin than he did nationally, according to the University of Virginia Center for Politics.

The fact that Trump each time performed much better in the tipping-point state than he did in the national popular vote is central to the assumption that Democrats can't win the Electoral College without a popular-vote majority. But as the Center for Politics research demonstrates, that hasn't always been true.

The tipping-point states in the three presidential elections preceding 2016--Ohio in 2004 and Colorado in 2008 and 2012--each voted slightly more Democratic than the national popular vote. And in none of those elections was the disjunction between the tipping-point-state result and the national popular vote nearly as big as it was in 2016 or 2020. In fact, the gap between the national popular vote and the tipping-point state in Trump's two races was considerably wider than in any election since 1948, the Center found.

Polling in the past few weeks, however, has indicated that this gap has shrunk to virtually nothing. Trump and Harris remain locked in a virtual tie both nationally and in the swing states. With polls that closely matched, none of the swing states appears entirely out of reach for either candidate.

Still, professionals on both sides with whom I've spoken in recent days see a clear hierarchy to the states. Both camps give Harris her best chance for overall victory by winning in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin; Trump is considered stronger across the Sun Belt in North Carolina, Arizona, Georgia, and Nevada (ranked from most to least promising for him).

That separation reflects the race's unexpected racial dynamics. If Trump's polling gains among voters of color bear out in practice, that would benefit him the most in the Sun Belt battlegrounds. There, minority voters are such a large share of the electorate that even a small shift in their preferences--toward Trump--would greatly diminish Democrats' chances.

Whatever happens in the Sun Belt, though, if Harris sweeps the Rust Belt big three, she would reach exactly the 270 Electoral College votes needed to win (so long as she held all of the other states that Biden carried by about three percentage points or more, which is very likely). All three of those major industrial states are much less diverse than the nation as a whole: In 2020, white people cast about four-fifths of the vote in Michigan and Pennsylvania, and roughly nine-tenths of it in Wisconsin, according to census figures.

"One of the potential outcomes here is that at the end of the day, Trump will have gained with Blacks and Latinos and it may not have decided the Electoral College, if we don't need [the Sun Belt states] to win," Paul Maslin, a Democratic pollster with long experience in Wisconsin, told me.

Obviously, Harris has no guarantee that she could survive a smaller national popular-vote margin than Biden: The polls showing national gains for Trump could be capturing a uniform uptick in his support that would deliver slim victories across most--and possibly all--of the seven decisive states. Even the most optimistic Democrats see marginal wins in the battlegrounds as probably Harris's best-case scenario. But the prospect that she could hold the former Blue Wall states even while slipping nationally challenges the conventional wisdom that Democrats must amass a significant lead in the national popular vote to secure enough states to win the electoral vote.

"The Blue Wall states are the likeliest tipping point for either candidate," Kyle Kondik, the managing editor of the Sabato's Crystal Ball newsletter published by the Center on Politics, told me. "If the country moves two to three points to the right but those states only move a point or less, that's where you start to get the tipping point looking pretty close to the popular vote."

The Democratic strategist Mike Podhorzer, a former political director at the AFL-CIO, also believes that Harris could win the Electoral College with a smaller popular-vote advantage than most analysts have previously assumed. But he says the demographic characteristics of the swing states aren't the primary cause of this possibility. Rather, the key factor is that those states are experiencing the campaign in an immersive way that other states are not thanks to huge advertising spends, organizing efforts, and candidate appearances.

That disparity, he says, increases the odds that the battleground states can move in a different direction from the many states less exposed to such campaigning. Both Podhorzer and Kondik note that the 2022 midterm elections supported the general thesis: Although broad dissatisfaction with Biden allowed Republicans to win the national popular vote in House elections, Democrats ran much better in statewide contests across the most heavily contested battlegrounds, especially in Michigan, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Arizona.

"It is really the difference between how well you are doing outside the battlegrounds and inside the battlegrounds," Podhorzer told me. Inside the battlegrounds, he pointed out, voters have for years now been exposed at blast-force volume to each party's arguments on all the major issues. "The cumulative effect of it is that they have an awareness of what is at stake, a different worldview, than people living outside those states," he said.

The analogue to 2022 this year would be whether general disappointment in Biden's economic record increases Trump's popular-vote total in less-contested blue and red states alike, but Harris holds on to enough of the battlegrounds where voters are hearing the full dimensions of each side's case against the other.

Read: How the Trump resistance gave up

The same national polls that show Trump gaining among voters of color this year do not show much, if any, improvement for him compared with his 2020 performance among white voters. The latest aggregation of high-quality national public polls published by Adam Carlson, a former Democratic pollster, found that Harris is almost entirely preserving Biden's gains among white voters; that means Harris is also exceeding Clinton's showing with them from 2016.

The comparison with Clinton is instructive. Among voters of color, Clinton ran better in 2016 than either Biden in 2020 or how Harris is polling now. But Clinton lagged about three to four points below both of them among white voters. If Harris wins the popular vote by only about the same margin as Clinton, but more of Harris's lead relies on support from white voters, the vice president's coalition would be better suited to win the Rust Belt battlegrounds. In that scenario, Harris would assemble what political scientists call a more electorally "efficient" coalition than Clinton's.

Biden's margins of victory in the former Blue Wall states were so slim that Harris can't afford much erosion with voters of color even there. But two factors may mitigate that danger for her. One is that in the Rust Belt states, most voters of color are not Latino but Black, and Democrats feel more confident that they can minimize losses among the latter than among the former.

The other key factor is a subtle change in those states' white populations. Calculations from the latest census data provided to me by William Frey, a demographer at the nonpartisan Brookings Metro think tank, found that since 2020, white voters without a college degree--the demographic group in which Trump performs best--have declined as a share of eligible voters by about three percentage points in both Michigan and Wisconsin, and by about 1.5 points in Pennsylvania. In Michigan and Wisconsin, college-educated white voters, who now tilt mostly toward Harris, largely made up the difference; in Pennsylvania, the share of minority voters grew. In a typical election, these slight shifts in the electorate's composition probably would not matter, but they could in a contest as close as this one.

"There is still room to grow in the suburbs [across the region], and two things are going to contribute to that growth: January 6 and the Dobbs decision," Mike Mikus, a Pittsburgh-based Democratic consultant, told me, referring to the insurrection at the Capitol in 2021 and the 2022 Supreme Court ruling that overturned the constitutional right to abortion. The racist slurs against Puerto Rico at Trump's Madison Square Garden rally last weekend could also cost him with Pennsylvania's substantial Puerto Rican population.

Sweeping Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin with a smaller national-popular-vote lead than Biden's is nonetheless a high-wire assignment for Harris. A significant concern for Democratic strategists is whether the party has plausibly declined since 2020 only among voters of color, without suffering material losses among white voters as well.

One strategist with access to a wide array of party polls, who asked for anonymity to discuss that private research, told me that although many Democrats are optimistic that surveys overestimate Trump's strength among Black voters, a risk also exists that polls underestimate Trump's strength with white voters (something that has happened before). That risk will rise if Trump turns out unexpectedly large numbers of the blue-collar white voters who compose the largest share of infrequent voters in the Rust Belt battlegrounds.

However, the Republican pollster Whit Ayres told me that he is seeing the same divergence between slipping non-white support and steady white backing for Harris in his surveys--and he sees good reasons for that pattern potentially persisting through Election Day. "The Hispanic and African American weakness [for Harris] is a function of a memory of the Trump economy being better for people who live paycheck to paycheck than the Biden-Harris economy," Ayres said. "On the other hand, there are far more white voters who will be voting based on abortion and the future of democracy. There's a certain rationale behind those numbers, because they are making decisions based on different issues."

Democrats generally believe that they maintain a fragile edge in Michigan and Wisconsin, partly because many public polls show Harris slightly ahead, but even more because their party has built a better turnout operation than the GOP in those states. Pennsylvania looks like the toughest of the three for Harris and, in the eyes of many strategists in both parties, the state most likely to decide this breathtakingly close race.

"Looking statewide, I've always thought from the time she got in that Harris would do better in the suburbs and the cities than Biden, and Trump would do better in a lot of these redder counties, and the million-dollar question is what number is bigger and how much bigger," Mikus, the Pittsburgh-based consultant, told me.

Biden carried the Keystone state by only 1.2 percentage points while winning the national popular vote by nearly 4.5 points. Whether Trump wins a second term to execute his dark vision of "retribution" against "the enemy from within" may be determined by whether Harris can hold Pennsylvania while winning the national popular vote by much less, if at all. It would be a fitting conclusion to this bitter campaign if the state that decides the future shape of American democracy is the same one where the nation's Constitution was written 237 years ago.
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Muslim American Support for Trump Is an Act of Self-Sabotage

<span>A second Trump term would be dramatically worse for our communities than a Harris presidency.</span>

by Hussein Ibish




Over the weekend, a group of Arab American and Muslim American leaders in Michigan appeared onstage at a Donald Trump rally and urged their communities to vote for him. The outreach might be working: A recent poll showed Trump with a narrow lead among Arab American voters.

This is shocking, but hardly surprising. It's shocking because Trump's stated policies--on Palestine, on political freedom, and on the very presence of Muslims in America--are antithetical to so much of what most of these voters believe in. It's unsurprising because we Arab and Muslim Americans have a long tradition of merciless political self-sabotage.

In 2000, angered by the sanctions against and bombing of Iraq, the use of "secret evidence" in deportation proceedings against Arab and Muslim immigrants, and especially the carnage of the Second Intifada, many liberal Arab Americans--myself included--decided not to vote for Al Gore and turned instead to Ralph Nader, himself a prominent Arab American. If the point was to advance Arab political interests, our protest was a pathetic failure. The election of George W. Bush led directly to the catastrophic 2003 invasion of Iraq, a strategic disaster that continues to resonate in the Middle East, and the deaths of hundreds of thousands of Arab civilians.

This time around, the primary grievance is the Biden administration's support of--or, at least, inability to end--Israel's invasion of Gaza and, now, its widening wars in Lebanon and Iran. Once again, the impulse is to express our anger and "punish" the politicians responsible by withholding a vote for them. In an election with only two viable candidates, however, there is no difference between not supporting Kamala Harris and actively supporting Trump. And a quick review of the most important issues on which there's a consensus among Arab and Muslim Americans demonstrates that a second Trump term would be dramatically worse than a Harris presidency.

Read: What would a second Trump administration mean for the Middle East?

Start with Trump's signature issue, immigration. Nothing in Harris's agenda would restrict immigration from Arab or Muslim countries. Trump offers the precise opposite. One of his first acts as president was to institute a "Muslim ban," flatly prohibiting the entry of nationals from a list of seven majority-Muslim countries. President Joe Biden rescinded that executive order; Trump has vowed to reinstate and possibly expand it.

Moreover, Trump's likely attack on Temporary Protected Status, especially for Haitian immigrants, is ominous for a number of Arab and Muslim communities whose members currently qualify, including Afghans, Somalis, Yemenis, Syrians, and Sudanese. With a stroke of Trump's Sharpie, all of them could find themselves stripped of this protection--and included in his promised "bloody" mass deportations. Efforts to extend Temporary Protected Status to Lebanese nationals, entirely plausible under a Harris administration, would be dead in the water under Trump. Defending his decision to endorse Trump, an imam in Michigan declared that the former president "promises peace." He plainly does not. The Washington Post has reported that, according to six sources, Trump recently told Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to "do what you have to do" militarily in Gaza, Lebanon, and Iran. The notion that Trump would prioritize the interests of Arab civilians is simply absurd. This is a man who has repeatedly used the word Palestinian as an epithet against his (in many cases Jewish) Democratic political opponents.

Trump already has a long, instructive, and highly discouraging record on these issues. As president, he moved the U.S. embassy in Israel to Jerusalem and issued a statement recognizing Israel's sovereignty in the contested holy city. He recognized Israel's annexation of the Syrian Golan Heights, in direct contravention of the United Nations charter's rule against the acquisition of territory by war. And he slammed shut the Overton window on Palestinian independence and a two-state solution, which had been a matter of bipartisan consensus since the end of the Cold War. His "Peace to Prosperity" plan, released in January 2020, invited Israel to annex 30 percent more of the West Bank. Such a move would leave the remaining Palestinian territory surrounded entirely by Israel, and therefore incapable of meaningful sovereignty. The primary effect of this crude document was to create a permission structure for Republicans to support wide-scale Israeli annexation of the West Bank and dispense with supporting Palestinian independence.

Harris, by contrast, has been categorical in her support of a real two-state solution that would mean the end of the occupation that began in 1967. The vice president has clearly stated that Palestinians and Israelis need to reach a peace agreement that affords them "equal measures of prosperity and freedom." Trump has never spoken of Palestinians and Israelis enjoying equal measures of anything.

David A. Graham: Trump's new racist insult

Trump's anti-Palestinian bias extends to the home front. Arab and Muslim Americans have been emigrating to the United States in large numbers since the late 19th century in search of a better life characterized by liberty and democracy. And yet Trump's whole campaign, and his entire agenda, amounts to an assault on those ideals. He has consistently singled out pro-Palestinian protests on college campuses as part of a "radical revolution" that he has pledged to eliminate. According to The Washington Post, he told a group of Jewish donors in May that he is determined to deport pro-Palestinian students and "set that movement back 25 or 30 years."

Our communities are overwhelmingly aghast at the U.S. government's ongoing support for Israel's military campaigns. I share the sentiment. But channeling that anger into support for Trump would be an exercise in the most rarefied gullibility and naivete. Far from promising peace, Trump threatens war on "the enemy from within." Arab Americans and Muslim Americans, particularly those with pro-Palestinian sentiments, are likely to be high on the list of targets. We need to learn from the lessons of our own history. When we try to punish the politicians who have disappointed us without taking a serious inventory of the likely consequences, we usually just end up hurting ourselves.
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Why Kamala Harris Is Targeting Deep-Red Counties

"Countrypolitan" areas around Charlotte and Raleigh are where North Carolina will be won--and lost.

by David A. Graham


Gaston County Democratic Party volunteers canvass door-to-door in Gastonia, North Carolina. (Mike Belleme for The Atlantic)



Gaston County, North Carolina, is not an obvious place to look for Democrats. Just a few miles east is Charlotte, one of the state's Democratic strongholds, but suburban Gaston hasn't voted for a Democratic presidential candidate since 1976, when the South threw its weight behind Jimmy Carter. In recent years, the high-water mark is Barack Obama's 37 percent vote share in his first election. In 2020, it was one of President Donald Trump's last campaign stops as he worked to juice turnout. Gastonia, the county seat, has a Republican mayor, a majority-GOP city council, and a statue of the Ten Commandments outside city hall.

And yet, on a Friday morning this month, a few dozen supporters and volunteers were gathered outside a Democratic field office in Gastonia, dancing to Aretha Franklin and revved up to hear from Harry Dunn and Aquilino Gonell, two former officers who defended the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, and Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear. The setting wasn't dazzling--like many campaign offices, it's in a dingy old building available for a short-term lease--but it's one of 29 field offices for Kamala Harris's campaign across the state, and its existence is a sign of a new Democratic strategy: the idea that by pouring energy into red counties, they can turn out a previously untapped vein of Democratic voters, and win the Old North State for the first time in 16 years.

Read: The surreal experience of being a Republican at the DNC

This requires a certain amount of optimism. Being a Democrat in Gaston County is "tough," county party chair David Wilson Brown told me. He'd know: He ran two quixotic campaigns for U.S. House in the area. "We were thrilled when we found out that they wanted to base here," he said of the national and state parties. "I'm thrilled that they're paying attention here."

North Carolina is sometimes discussed as a state split along urban (Democratic) and rural (Republican) lines, but that's too crude a division. Places like Gaston represent a crucial third category. Mac McCorkle, a professor at Duke's Sanford School of Public Policy and a Democratic strategist unaffiliated with the Harris campaign, has identified 28 counties that he calls "countrypolitan," borrowing a term from 1970s country music. (I teach journalism as an adjunct at Duke.) Sometimes called exurban, these places are technically defined as metropolitan, but their heritage is rural. "People have memories and nostalgia. They still want to think they're in a small town," McCorkle told me. "That's why they don't live in Charlotte. They want the values to be that way."


Volunteers making calls at the Gaston County Democratic Party headquarters, in Gastonia (Mike Belleme for The Atlantic)



In the 2020 election, Joe Biden won North Carolina's 10 biggest counties decisively, while Trump won rural counties easily. But Trump's victory in the state--by 1.34 percent, or fewer than 75,000 votes--was decided in the countrypolitan counties, where he captured 63 percent of the vote. Democrats have no hope of winning these counties, but they need to lose them by less to take the state overall. It's here, not in rural areas, where North Carolina will be won and lost.

For years, Democrats in North Carolina and elsewhere have tried to win by running up the score in cities. That strategy helped deliver Georgia to Biden in 2020, but it has limits. Even when it works--and it has sputtered in Charlotte, as Politico's Michael Kruse writes--it offers a single, narrow path to victory. It also all but relinquishes many more local races, helping Republicans win a supermajority in the state legislature, despite a Democratic governor. "The idea that we can keep squeezing more and more votes out of Raleigh and Charlotte--I wanted to squeeze the turnip as much as you can, but I'm just worried that that doesn't get" enough votes, McCorkle told me.

So why now? Countrypolitan counties aren't what they used to be. North Carolina's population is becoming more racially diverse, and about half of the adult population was born out of state. Many of those newcomers have landed in places like Gaston, Cabarrus, and Union Counties, all countrypolitan counties outside Charlotte. Movement within the state is important too. As cities like Charlotte grow and sprawl outward, younger, more liberal people are moving with them.

(One telltale sign of young liberals' arrival: luxury loft apartments in a refurbished Gastonia textile mill, the site of labor strife in 1929 that led to the deaths of a labor organizer and the local police chief. Perhaps the only thing the mill's old and new denizens share is a likelihood of voting Democratic.)

Four years ago, I wrote about Union County and its county seat, Monroe, hometown of the late Senator Jesse Helms. The epicenter of change in Union County might be East Frank Superette, a hipster deli and bottle shop I visited at the time. More recently, the restaurant has been embroiled in a legal fight stemming from drag shows it hosted. Speaking on the way to an Obama rally for Harris last week, Carley Englander, one of East Frank's owners, attributed that to cultural backlash.

"We created a place that people were able to come and just see that it's not just white, cis humans living in this town," Englander told me. "It was a party at the store when Harris stepped up to run. When Biden won, when Trump got indicted, when all these things happened, all of a sudden people gather at the store and they kind of party, because they're in a safe place where they can celebrate something that they're happy about."

Back in 2020, the process of change was already apparent, and walking through downtown Monroe this month, I saw signs that it had accelerated. I passed a cat cafe, an upscale head shop, and a hip coffee shop--exposed brick, subway tile, Kendrick Lamar-themed artwork--that had all opened in the past year and a half. But nearly as soon as I passed the Monroe city limits, the landscape changed to small farms, many with Trump yard signs.

Not everyone who is moving to these counties is liberal, though. North Carolina has also attracted people from northern states drawn by economic opportunities, better weather, lower taxes, and, yes, a more conservative lifestyle. They don't want to live in rural areas, but they're also not interested in living in deep-blue cities, so they land in countrypolitan counties. They fit in with existing residents who are neither wealthy country-club Republicans nor, for the most part, evangelicals, but who are conservatives.

Even so, some of these more conservative voters--generally white, college-educated, and better off--could swing Democrat, or at least that's what the Democrats hope. In every election since Trump's victory in 2016, Democrats have made gains among traditionally Republican residents of suburbs--sometimes offsetting the GOP's advances among working-class voters. Now the Harris campaign is making a push for them too or, failing that, hoping they stay home and don't vote for Trump.

"There are a wide range of voters in North Carolina who maybe aren't dyed-in-the-wool liberals but do not want--and in many cases reject--the kind of extreme politics Donald Trump represents," Dan Kanninen, Harris's battleground-state director, told me.

The Republican primary fueled Democratic hopes of winning these voters. Although Trump won the nomination, Nikki Haley won a substantial portion of the vote in presidential primaries, even after dropping out of the race. In North Carolina, she won nearly a quarter of the GOP primary vote, including 25.2 percent in Union County, 24.1 percent in Cabarrus County, and 21.1 percent in Gaston County. If only a small portion of North Carolina Haley voters defect to Harris, it could swing the race.


A polling place in downtown Gastonia (Mike Belleme for The Atlantic)



Michael Tucker, who lives in Gastonia, is at the top of that list. A former member of the county GOP board in Charlotte's Mecklenburg County, he moved farther out seeking affordable housing. His politics have moved too. He'd supported Trump in the past but backed Haley in the 2024 primary. Now he's a leader of Republicans for Harris.

Read: Trump's fate rests on countrypolitan counties

"Seeing his treatment of Nikki Haley, the treatment of those of us who voted for Nikki Haley, it really just sends a resounding You are not welcome in the Republican Party," he told me. "There's a lot of Republican women who are appalled by the felonies, by the adultery, by the misogyny, by his lack of compassion towards women and women's issues," he said, adding that "soccer dads" were edging away from Trump for the same reasons.

Some polls suggest a wider pattern of what Tucker has seen up close. A national survey released earlier this month by the Democratic firm Blueprint found that only 45 percent of Haley voters were committed to backing Trump, while 36 percent backed Harris.

Potential voters are not the same as actual voters, though, which is why Andy Beshear was in town to encourage canvassers to knock on doors. Brown, the Gaston County Democratic Party chair, told me he hoped Democrats might be able to hit 41 or 42 percent of the vote there this year, which would be the highest level since Jimmy Carter in 1980. If Harris can do that, she'll probably be inaugurated on January 20, but it won't be easy. A few days after I visited, a Harris sign outside the field office was ripped down--for the second time. Gaston County is still a tough place to be a Democrat.
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Revenge Voting Is a Mistake

Protesters angry over Kamala Harris's support for Israel should not forget what they stand to lose.

by Gal Beckerman




The Soviet dissident Andrei Sakharov was a zealous defender of all human rights, but there was one he spoke about as a first among equals: the right to emigrate. This was, he wrote, "an essential condition of spiritual freedom." The power to vote with your feet, to exit if you so choose, gave the individual a veto over the state. So many other rights are important for an open society--expressing your political views, worshiping freely, assembling without constraint--but all have much less meaning if (as in the Soviet Union) you can't even decide where to live.

I find myself, in these nail-biting days before the election, prioritizing in much the same way. What rights matter most? What conditions are necessary for a democratic society to exist and persist? What material makes up the floor on which we all stand?

The freedom to dissent ranks near the top for me--and reading the recently published memoirs of Alexei Navalny, an intellectual descendant of Sakharov, only made it seem more precious; you can pay with your life under a government that cares little for this freedom. Luckily, we in the United States live--for the time being--in an open society, and if you want to know what dissent looks like in such a society, the past year has offered a pretty good illustration. The American left, in its anger over the administration's laissez-faire approach to Israel--and in response to the horror taking place in Gaza--has protested loudly, disruptively, and without cease. Certainly there have been excesses, but these activists have also shown very clearly that, in a democracy, protest can shift opinion (if not yet policy).

But I'm also afraid that these dissenters--progressives and, crucially, hundreds of thousands of Muslim Americans in those all-important Midwest swing states--are approaching the election with a self-defeating plan, one they surely think of as a continuation of this protest. It is not. By neglecting to consider democracy's basic conditions, they might end up undermining their ability to ever protest again.

They are livid over Kamala Harris's steady military support for Israel, and they are grieving over the tens of thousands of civilians killed in Gaza. We have all spent a year watching unrelenting carnage--and for Arab American voters in particular, the victims in the rubble are (or could be) friends and family members. Their attitude is not just ideological. It is visceral. It is personal. "I feel very guilty," one Michigan voter, Sereene Hijazi, told The New York Times. "A lot of Arab Americans feel guilty because, like, we're here, we're safe, but it's our tax dollars that are killing our relatives and people we know." As a response, Hijazi has made her choice for 2024: the third-party candidate Jill Stein.

Read: How the Trump resistance gave up

This is the plan: Either opt out of voting, choose a third-party candidate, or pull the lever for Donald Trump, all as a form of protest. Any of these choices would, if they happened on a large enough scale, have the effect of swinging the election to Trump. If that seems unlikely, consider the fact that one activist is already taking credit for pressuring a national newspaper to pull a Harris endorsement. Nika Soon-Shiong, the daughter of the owner of the Los Angeles Times, has said that her father's controversial decision was "an opportunity to repudiate justifications for the widespread targeting of journalists and ongoing war on children." (Patrick Soon-Shiong has denied that his daughter had any influence over his move.)

For some, their protest vote or abstention will be a matter of revenge, punishing Harris for her position. And as an emotional reaction to mass death, this is understandable. But these voters would also be punishing themselves. Regardless of whether you think Trump would do more to protect Palestinian lives--an absurd notion, on the evidence--a more fundamental issue is at stake.

Many of Harris's rallies have been interrupted by demonstrations. A protest was set up outside the Democratic National Convention to demand that a pro-Palestinian speaker be allowed to address the delegates (a request that was denied). Campuses have been boiling over with encampments, occupations, and physical confrontations. If this year of protest has not nudged policy much--though Harris's rhetoric is noticeably different from Joe Biden's in many respects--it has lodged the issue of Gaza in the American consciousness. A recent Pew poll from early October found an uptick since last December in the number of Americans who think Israel has gone too far in its military response.

In other words, protest matters. But we should not take for granted that we will always be able to protest. Trump has made it clear how he views dissent. He has mused about throwing protesters in jail. He wants to revive the 1792 Insurrection Act so he can sic the military on those who might object to his policies. His defense secretary Mike Esper said that Trump proposed shooting demonstrators in the legs during the 2020 protests over the killing of George Floyd.

This avowed, even gleeful, willingness to violently suppress any dissent from what Trump calls the "enemy within" is the main reason 13 of his own former staffers signed a letter warning about Trump's "desire for absolute, unchecked power."

Read: The people who don't read political news

Back in May, when Biden was still the Democratic candidate for president but the progressive anger was no less intense over Gaza, Jewish Currents, a progressive magazine, organized a panel discussion for those on the left unsure of how they might vote in the upcoming election. One comment, from Waleed Shahid, the former spokesperson and communications director for Justice Democrats, cut through the tone of sorrowful worry. When he was asked whom he would vote for if he was living in a swing state, he didn't hesitate with this answer: "When you're voting for an elected official in this country, you are voting for the conditions under which you would organize."

Those conditions should be front of mind; they make everything else possible--and there is only one way to guarantee them.

To those who think that Trump would prove to be a better choice for peace in the region and the fate of Palestinian lives, I'm not sure what to say. His entire approach to Israel can be boiled down to what he told Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in a call this month: "Do what you have to do." Forget caring about Palestinian lives; he has reduced the very word Palestinian to a slur, lobbing it at his political rivals. I would like to remind Amer Ghalib, the Muslim mayor of Hamtramck, Michigan, who is endorsing Trump because of the former president's vague promise to "end the chaos" in the Middle East, of two words: Muslim ban. This policy of excluding anyone from a Muslim country, even tourists, from entering the United States is now one Trump wants to expand.

And if this isn't convincing enough, remember that there are factions that would apply pressure on President Harris over this issue. If the country is inching toward a more pro-Palestinian stance, the struggle will take place within the Democratic Party. Harris is movable. Who among the Republicans will put pressure on Trump to care about Palestinians? Tom Cotton? Marco Rubio? Stephen Miller?

Gazans are still dying. And this makes it hard to think first about maintaining democratic norms. The instinct is to scream, which in this case might mean choosing Stein or Trump or no one at all. But a scream is a reflex, not a strategy. The left and those who care about the Palestinian future need to live to fight another day on this issue, and to do so they need to exist in a country where it is possible to fight at all.
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How the Trump Resistance Gave Up

This year is nothing like 2020, and a collective sense of resignation might make all the difference.

by Franklin Foer




Shortly after Donald Trump won the presidency in 2016, a raft of self-help books and articles appeared, written by students of post-Soviet society. Drawing on lessons gleaned from Vladimir Putin's Russia, these authors sought to supply Americans with a manual for thwarting Trumpism. In The New York Review of Books, Masha Gessen published an essay titled "Autocracy: Rules for Survival." The Yale historian Timothy Snyder churned out a best-selling pamphlet, On Tyranny, a step-by-step guide to resistance.

The core lesson these writers hoped to impart was the necessity of sustained outrage. "It is essential to maintain one's capacity for shock," Gessen instructed. Without outrage, they warned, apathy would set in. And once that happened, autocracy would seem as natural as the forest.

Those warnings were stirring, and they helped propel a spirit of loud, uncompromising opposition to Trump. Those who embraced this style, and their critics who facetiously mocked it, began referring to the "Resistance." Although the Resistance harbored grifters and occasionally flirted with conspiracy theories, it also worked at the time. Pressure from the Resistance bolstered institutions, especially segments of the media and the Democratic Party, that might have plausibly buckled as Trump attempted to impose his will. And it supplied the electoral energy that helped the Democrats win at the ballot box in 2018 and 2020.

In the closing weeks of this election, I can't help but recall the very different mood that prevailed four years ago. Back then, many journalists acted as if the prospect of a second Trump term was a national emergency, necessitating unrelenting negative coverage of the incumbent. Voting was portrayed as an act of heroism, because of the raging pandemic. Even if Joe Biden provoked little affection, his campaign felt to his supporters like the culmination of a liberation movement.

On the cusp of Trump's potential return to power, the Resistance now feels like a relic of another era. The sense of outrage, which carried Biden to victory, is not what it once was. Pollsters privately suspect that this election will have lower turnout than the last. Organizers canvassing for Vice President Kamala Harris say that they encounter widespread indifference among progressive voters, especially the young. Segments of the elite that once proudly opposed Trump have made peace with him.

At a certain point, some humans, even the richest and most powerful, simply give up. The most graphic illustration of this is Jeff Bezos. In the years after he bought The Washington Post, the Amazon founder seemed to bathe in the praise that his paper received for its coverage of Trump. He paid for glossy Super Bowl ads, blaring the paper's new motto, "Democracy dies in darkness." By financing journalistic resistance to Trump, he whitewashed his own growing reputation as a rapacious monopolist. He became a darling of the Washington elite and a heroic figure in some journalistic circles. But he also suffered Trump's lashings and retaliatory threats against his business.

Two presidential elections later, Bezos has made a different choice. Last week, he vetoed a Post editorial endorsing Harris, just before its publication. After 11 years of owning the paper, he broke with tradition and suddenly decided that the Post should no longer put its weight behind a presidential candidate. He later supplied a high-minded justification for his meddling, which mostly blamed journalists rather than autocrats for widespread mistrust of the media, but it wasn't hard to interpret the psychology at play. In his mind, and for the sake of his balance sheet, resistance is no longer worth it.

Read: Don't cancel The Washington Post. Cancel Amazon Prime.

Outrage is a transient emotional state, almost impossible to sustain over the years, because it's so draining, both physically and emotionally. (Gessen and Snyder warned about that, too.) And Trump has a special talent for provoking exhaustion, because he's such an all-consuming figure, with a unique ability to spike his critics' blood pressure and populate their nightmares.

Another reason outrage has faded is that Biden won the last election. He campaigned on the promise of returning the nation to normal, and so the establishment reset itself to neutral. The belief that the nation had escaped Trump gained purchase in much of traditional media, especially after the January 6 attack. The Trump era resulted in a break from the profession's norms; it demanded an uncharacteristic spirit of partisanship and emotionalism. But with Biden's arrival in the White House, a broad swath of media attempted to restore its impartiality, to reclaim whatever authority it might have sacrificed in its combat with Trump.

Having reverted back to their old ways, many outlets were somehow caught unprepared for Donald Trump's return. They have been painfully slow to describe the even more autocratic version of the man who has emerged in this campaign, who is running on far more explicit pronouncements of his authoritarian intentions. It's hard to quantify the tilt of news coverage--and easy to overstate its influence. But there's a pet phrase that recurs in news stories that captures the inability to grasp the danger: The press likes to describe Trump's "old grievances," which implies that he's merely playing back his greatest hits, more of the same old anger. But that downplays the novelty of Trump's promise to unleash the military on "enemies within." Or the fact that, as my colleague Anne Applebaum has noted, his rhetoric has come to resemble that of Hitler and Mussolini. On the merits, this warning should crowd out every other story in the campaign.

Hardly a sector of society is immune from the onset of apathy. It exists within the business elite, embodied by Jamie Dimon and Bill Gates, who can't be bothered to publicly announce their private opposition to Trump, perhaps because it might somehow cost them. It exists within the segment of the left that has decadently announced that it can't stomach voting for Harris because she hasn't been sufficiently outraged by the war in Gaza, as if democracy at home wasn't hanging in the balance.

I'll admit, shamefacedly, that I feel a measure of apathy myself. The prospect of a second Trump term is a nightmare that I'd rather not ponder, a fear that I'd rather repress. If I didn't have a professional obligation to obsess over this election, I would be hiding in escapist entertainment. But that would just be a less destructive version of Bezos's selfishness.

In this final stretch of the campaign, there are glimmers of outrage. According to NPR, 200,000 Washington Post readers have canceled their subscriptions to protest Bezos's decision. In the long run, that boycott might self-destructively imperil an essential institution. In the short run, it's evidence that a meaningful portion of the electorate is unwilling to sleepwalk into a second Trump term, a hopeful indication that the cloud of apathy might, however belatedly, be lifting.
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How to Prevent the Worst From Happening

If Trump wins the presidency again, conservatism will be homeless, a philosophy without a party, for at least a generation.

by Peter Wehner




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


Many Republicans would say that it is one thing, and quite an awful thing, to withhold a vote from Donald Trump--but that voting for Kamala Harris, a "San Francisco Democrat," is nothing short of a betrayal, an act of apostasy, impossible for any true conservative to justify.

They're wrong, though in one respect it's understandable why they're wrong. Harris is hardly an avatar of conservatism. She is, after all, a lifelong Democrat who, in her ill-fated campaign for president in 2019, positioned herself as a progressive champion. She embraced positions that I believe ranged from silly to harmful. But it's a more complicated story than that.

During Harris's pre-Senate career, when she served as district attorney in San Francisco and then as attorney general of California, her record was generally pragmatic and moderate. In those roles, according to Don Kusler, the national director of Americans for Democratic Action, her record was one "that would have many liberals, particularly our California colleagues, angered or at least rolling their eyes." Progressives had a much deeper relationship with President Joe Biden than with Vice President Harris; according to The Washington Post, "They fear that under Harris they would lose the unique access they had to the West Wing." The New Democrat Coalition, a moderate faction in the House, says it's the part of the caucus most closely aligned with Harris.

Read: This is Trump's message

Nor are progressives particularly happy that during the 2024 campaign, Harris has broken with some of her previous liberal stances, such as opposing fracking, decriminalizing border crossing, and ending private health insurance. Harris has spent the closing stretch of the campaign appearing with the likes of Liz Cheney, not Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. She has emphasized her support for Ukraine in its war of survival against Russia, and risks losing Michigan because she is viewed by some in her party as too supportive of Israel. During the campaign, Harris has shared that she owns a Glock, said she'd appoint a Republican to her Cabinet, and declared that she's a "capitalist" who wants "pragmatic" solutions. Her economic focus is on tax breaks for the middle class and on creating opportunities for small businesses. Her economic plan, the Post points out, contained few items on the liberal wish list. Progressive groups say they are finding a "significant enthusiasm deficit" among left-wing voters.

It would be an affectation to say that Harris is a conservative champion, just as it would be a caricature to portray her now as a far-left liberal. She is neither, and if she's elected president, she is likely to govern from the center-left, at least on most things.

BUT THE STRONGEST CONSERVATIVE CASE for voting for Harris doesn't have nearly as much to do with her as it has to do with her opponent. Trump remains a far more fundamental threat to conservatism than Harris. Trump has, in a way no Democrat ever could, changed the GOP from within and broken with the most important tenets of conservatism. That's no surprise, because his desire isn't to conserve; it is to burn things to the ground. In that respect and others, Trump is temperamentally much more of a Jacobin than a Burkean. He has transformed the Republican Party in his image in ways that exceed what any other American politician has done in modern times.

Start with character. The GOP once championed the central importance of character in political leaders, and especially presidents. It believed that serious personal misconduct was disqualifying, in part because of the example it would send to the young and its corrosive effects on our culture. It lamented that America was slouching towards Gomorrah.

In 1998, when a Democrat, Bill Clinton, was president and embroiled in a sexual scandal, the Southern Baptist Convention--whose membership is overwhelmingly conservative --passed the "Resolution on Moral Character of Public Officials," which said, "Tolerance of serious wrong by leaders sears the conscience of the culture, spawns unrestrained immorality and lawlessness in the society, and surely results in God's judgment." It added, "We urge all Americans to embrace and act on the conviction that character does count in public office, and to elect those officials and candidates who, although imperfect, demonstrate consistent honesty, moral purity and the highest character."

Yet for a decade now, Republicans, and in particular white evangelicals, have celebrated as their leader a felon and pathological liar; a person whose companies have committed bank, insurance, tax, and charity fraud; a sexual predator who paid hush money to a porn star; a person of uncommon cruelty and crudity who has mocked the war dead, POWs, Gold Star families, and people with disabilities. Under Trump, the party of "family values" has become a moral freak show.

Trump has also profoundly reshaped the GOP's public policy. The GOP is now, at the national level, effectively pro-choice, and, due in part to Trump, the pro-life movement is "in a state of political collapse," in the words of David French, of The New York Times. The Republican Party, pre-Trump, was pro-free trade; Trump calls himself "Tariff Man" and referred to tariff as "the most beautiful word in the dictionary." (In July, Trump proposed across-the-board tariffs of 10 to 20 percent, and rates of 60 percent or higher on imports from China.) He epitomizes crony capitalism, an economic system in which individuals and businesses with political connections and influence are favored.

For several generations, Republican presidents have, to varying degrees, promoted plans to reform entitlement programs in order to avert fiscal catastrophe. Trump has done the opposite. He has repeatedly said that entitlement programs are off-limits. As president, Trump shredded federalism and made a mockery of our constitutional system of government by his use of executive orders to bypass Congress. He made little effort to shrink government, and lots of efforts to expand it.

On spending, $4.8 trillion in non-COVID-related debt was added during Trump's single term, while for Biden the figure is $2.2 trillion. Trump added more debt than any other president in history. A Wall Street Journal survey of 50 economists found that 65 percent of them see Trump's proposed policies putting more upward pressure on the federal deficit than Harris's, and 68 percent said prices would rise faster under Trump than under Harris. And the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget found that Trump's policies would increase budget deficits by $7.5 trillion over the next decade, compared with $3.5 trillion for Harris.

Pre-Trump Republican presidents celebrated the diversity that immigrants brought to the nation, and the contributions they made to America. "All of the immigrants who came to us brought their own music, literature, customs, and ideas," Ronald Reagan said in a speech in Shanghai in 1984. "And the marvelous thing, a thing of which we're proud, is they did not have to relinquish these things in order to fit in. In fact, what they brought to America became American. And this diversity has more than enriched us; it has literally shaped us." George W. Bush urged America to be a "welcoming society," one that assimilates new arrivals and "upholds the great tradition of the melting pot," which "has made us one nation out of many peoples."

Trump is cut from a very different cloth. He curtailed legal immigration during his presidency. Temporary visas for highly skilled noncitizen workers were reduced. Refugee admissions were slashed. Trump, who peddled outrageous lies against Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, says he plans to strip them of their legal status. (At his rallies, Trump has whipped the crowds into a frenzy, getting them to chant, "Send them back! Send them back! Send them back!")

Read: Under the spell of the crowd

Edith Olmsted pointed out in The New Republic that during his first term, Trump rescinded Temporary Protective Status orders for immigrants from El Salvador, Haiti, Nicaragua, Sudan, Nepal, and Honduras, "placing hundreds of thousands of legal residents at risk for deportation." Trump, who refers to America as an "occupied country" and "a garbage can for the world," also said he plans to reinstate a ban on travelers from some countries with Muslim-majority populations. And although previous Republicans have attempted to slow illegal border crossings, none has dehumanized those crossing the border by using language from Mein Kampf ("poisoning the blood of our country"). Trump believes American national identity is based not on allegiance to certain ideals but on ethnic and religious background.

It is in foreign policy, though, that Trump may be most antithetical to the policies and approach of modern conservatism. Reagan was a fierce, relentless opponent of the Soviet Union. "The one thing Reagan was more passionate about than anything else was the unsupportable phenomenon of totalitarian power, enslaving a large part of the world's population," according to Edmund Morris, a Reagan biographer.

Trump is the opposite. He admires and is enchanted by the world's most brutal dictators, including Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, Kim Jong Un, and others. Trump is at best indifferent to the fate of Ukraine in its war against Russia; one suspects that deep down, he's rooting for his friend Putin. Reagan mythologized America; Trump trash-talks it. Reagan was a great champion of NATO; Trump is a reflexive critic who, according to his former national security adviser John Bolton, would withdraw from the alliance in a second term. Reagan made human rights a centerpiece of his foreign policy; during his term, Trump praised China's forced internment of a million or more Uyghurs as "exactly the right thing to do," according to Bolton.

Here and there, now and then, Trump is conservative--on court appointments, for example--but it's something that he's stumbled into, for reasons of political expediency, and that he's just as liable to stumble away from. (Trump was pro-choice before he was pro-life before he moved once again toward the pro-choice camp.) Trump is fundamentally a populist and a demagogue, a destroyer of institutions and a conspiracy theorist, a champion of right-wing identity politics who stokes grievances and rage. He has an unprecedented capacity to turn people into the darkest versions of themselves. But he is something even beyond that.

IN RECENT WEEKS, Trump has been called a fascist--not by liberal Democratic strategists, but by people who worked closely with him. They include retired General John Kelly, who served as Trump's chief of staff; retired General Mark Milley, who served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the Trump presidency; and Mark Esper, Trump's former secretary of defense, who has said that Trump has fascistic "inclinations" and is "unfit for office." In addition, retired General James Mattis, who also served as Trump's secretary of defense, has said he agrees with Milley's assessment. And Dan Coats, Trump's former director of national intelligence, has said he suspects that Trump is being blackmailed by Putin.

The historian Robert Paxton, one of the nation's foremost experts on fascism, was initially reluctant to apply the term fascism to Trump. The label is toxic and used too promiscuously, he believed. But January 6, 2021, changed all of that.

"The turn to violence was so explicit and so overt and so intentional, that you had to change what you said about it," Paxton told Elisabeth Zerofsky, a contributing writer for The New York Times Magazine. "It just seemed to me that a new language was necessary, because a new thing was happening."

Trump's "open encouragement of civic violence to overturn an election crosses a red line," Paxton wrote in Newsweek shortly after Trump supporters violently stormed the Capitol. "The label now seems not just acceptable but necessary."

Paxton could add to the parade of horribles the fact that Trump encouraged the mob to hang his own vice president, came very close to deploying 10,000 active-duty troops to the streets of the nation's capital to shoot protesters, invited hostile foreign powers to intervene in our election, and extorted an ally to find dirt on his opponents. Paxton could have mentioned that Trump threatened prosecutors, judges, and their families; referred to his political opponents as "vermin" and the "enemy from within"; and called the imprisoned individuals who stormed the Capitol "great patriots." He could have cited Trump's call for the "termination" of parts of the Constitution and his insinuation that Milley deserved to be executed for treason.

Trump's supporters may be enraged by the fascist label, but they cannot erase the words or the deeds of the man to whom the label applies. And the only way for the GOP to become a sane, conservative party again is by ridding itself of Trump, which is why even conservatives who oppose Harris's policies should vote for her. Harris's election is the only thing that can break the hold of Trump on his party.

Acquaintances of mine, and acquaintances of friends of mine, say that they find Trump contemptible, but that they can't vote for Harris, because they disagree with her on policy. My response is simple: The position she once held on fracking may be bad, but fascism is worse. The position she holds on any issue may be bad, but fascism is worse.

Read: Trump wants you to accept all of this as normal

A friend told me he won't vote for either Harris or Trump. If Trump wins a second term, he said, "I suspect he will give more attention to his golf game than to siccing the IRS, FBI, or whoever on his political opponents." His message to me, in other words, is to relax a bit. Trump may be a moral wreck, but he won't act on his most outlandish threats.

My view is that when those seeking positions of power promote political violence, have a long record of lawlessness, are nihilistic, and embody a "will to power" ethic; make extralegal attempts to maintain power and stop the peaceful transfer of power; and use the words of fascists to tell the world that they are determined to exact vengeance--it's probably wise to take them at their word.

If Trump wins the presidency again, conservatism will be homeless, a philosophy without a party, probably for at least a generation. And the damage to America, the nation Republicans claim to love, will be incalculable, perhaps irreversible. The stakes are that high.

Harris becoming president may not be the best thing that could happen to conservatism. But if she becomes president, she will have prevented the worst thing that could happen to conservatism and, much more important, to the country.
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The People Who Don't Read Political News

It's more tempting than ever to ignore the election.

by Olga Khazan




When Bryan Jarrell, an Evangelical pastor in Ligonier, Pennsylvania, came across an election-themed episode of a podcast, he'd skip right over it. He would mute the TV when political ads came on, tried to teach his social-media feeds that he wasn't interested in politics, and would throw campaign mailers straight in the trash. He'd skim news headlines sometimes, but if he could tell that the story was about national politics, he'd keep scrolling.

Today, exactly one week before the election, he will begin researching both Kamala Harris and Donald Trump and make a decision about whom to support. He's not sure where he'll land--he is conservative on some social issues, but he doesn't like Trump's character.

Jarrell represents a set of Americans who, out of anxiety, exhaustion, or discouragement, are mostly tuning out campaign coverage yet will ultimately participate in the election. They're political ostriches who, at the last minute, will take their head out of the sand. "For a decade now, people have started talking about news fatigue," Ken Doctor, a news-industry analyst, told me. "People are tired of being bombarded with the news. And then it kind of matured into news avoidance." This tendency escalated with the increasing ubiquity of both online news and Donald Trump, Doctor said.

Derek Thompson: Click here if you want to be sad

Jarrell started purposefully ignoring campaign coverage after he noticed that his parishioners would come to him in the lead-up to elections and describe genuine fear about one candidate or the other taking the White House. He decided to recommend this strategy, of abstaining from the news until the final week of the race, to his parishioners, and to follow it himself.

"How much energy did America collectively spend imagining a Biden-Trump election only in July to have Biden drop out?" Jarrell said to me. "If you wait 'til the last week, that's still enough time to make an informed decision, but you haven't wasted all that emotional energy stressing about something that may not even come to pass."

A sizable percentage of Americans seems to feel similarly. A 2022 Reuters Institute report found that 42 percent of Americans "sometimes or often actively avoid the news," up from 38 percent in 2017. The most common reasons people gave for avoiding the news were that it focused too much on politics and COVID, that it was biased, or that it made them feel unhappy or fatigued. In April, the Pew Research Center reported that 62 percent of Americans were already worn out by coverage of campaigns and candidates. A May poll by NORC at the University of Chicago found that 49 percent of those surveyed either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement "I'm tired of receiving and processing news about the 2024 presidential election." Not caring about politics is a hallmark of what political scientists call "low information" citizens, but unlike many in the low-information camp, political ostriches do intend to vote. They just don't feel the need to follow the news in order to do so.

The reason ostriches and others avoid political news is simple: "It's all negative; it's divisive; I'm sick of it," the Democratic pollster Celinda Lake told me, relaying the views she hears in focus groups.

In Jacksonville, Florida, 31-year-old Tawna Barker didn't watch the debates, and on social media, she scrolls past political news, skipping what she feels are "inflammatory, heavily one-sided articles." She plans to vote for a third-party candidate. "Neither [Trump nor Harris] really seems like they're actually going to do anything to help us," she told me.

Barker, who in 2016 supported Bernie Sanders, seemed disappointed by the fact that Hillary Clinton was the Democratic nominee that year. "Whoever's running stuff behind the scenes is just gonna pick who they want to pick, and we just have to go along with it," she said.

Cheryl Wilson Obermiller, a 66-year-old near Kansas City, Missouri, told me that she and her husband have swapped watching the news for taking walks or watching, say, Masterpiece Theater. She finds the news inflammatory, addictive, and occasionally insulting to people like her--she's voting for Trump. She asks herself, "Am I wasting time watching politics when I could be helping my neighbor? And I think that's something we all have to consider. Am I watching politics that are feeding in me an attitude that would make me look down on or dislike people?"

Obermiller still spends about an hour a day either reading or watching the news, down from about four to six hours several years ago. She gets the news that she does consume through Facebook groups and from Fox News's Greg Gutfeld, "because I think he's funny, even though a lot of times he says things that I kind of laugh about but I think are kind of mean," she said.

James Fallows: The media learned nothing from 2016

Ignoring political news has become easier in recent years. Nearly half of Americans don't subscribe to any news sources. Those seeking to dodge campaign coverage can choose to spend their time on apolitical TikToks and Instagram reels, and watch Netflix instead of CNN. "For people who are not interested in politics, which is most people, it's actually easier than ever to not watch news shows, to not have the algorithm in your social-media feeds give you political information," David Broockman, a political scientist at UC Berkeley, told me.

Broockman found in a recent study that just 15 percent of Americans watch at least eight hours of "partisan" TV, such as Fox or MSNBC, each month. "However little you think voters care about politics, you will still always overestimate how much they care," Broockman said. This helps explain why both Trump and Harris are appearing on podcasts such as The Joe Rogan Experience and Call Her Daddy--they're trying to get around people's "I hate politics" filters.

If people are tuning out, it might not matter much for the election results. Most people already know whom they're going to vote for; the universe of truly undecided voters is very small--likely less than 15 percent of the electorate. "The vast, vast, vast majority of voters settle into who they're voting for, for whatever reasons they are, and then that's kind of that, and there's no information that they can get that is going to bump them off," Dan Judy, a Republican pollster with North Star Opinion Research, told me. "There's really a small number in most political campaigns of voters who are truly persuadable." The willfully tuned-out will likely end up voting for whichever party they've always supported, but they will have suffered less agita in the process.

Jarrell, the pastor, feels that his approach to the news has made him more serene, and has given him more time to focus on his church and his family. "I believe that there's a loving God in control of the universe," he said, "and no matter who's in the Oval Office, God's still in heaven. And things are going to be okay." That's a hope he shares, surely, with Americans of all political persuasions.
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Ohio Isn't Just J. D. Vance Country

The state has quite a crop of young, talented Democratic leaders--who face tough odds of ever moving up in politics.

by David A. Graham




One freezing day this spring, Shammas Malik was slogging through an agenda that would overwhelm anyone. The new mayor of Akron, Ohio, had to meet with a city-council member who was upset over a recent shooting in his ward. The interim police chief stopped by to discuss the incident, which underscored that Malik still had to pick a permanent head for the troubled department. Meanwhile, the council was debating whether to fund his plan--a hallmark promise of his campaign--to open the government up for more direct resident involvement and input. He was planning for his State of the City address, which was due in just a couple of weeks, on his 100th day in office--also his 33rd birthday. Merely contemplating such a schedule exhausted me, and unlike Malik, I had the benefit of sustenance; he was fasting for Ramadan.

Malik, however, was plowing through it with the almost annoying equanimity of an ascendant political star. He is the youngest mayor and the first mayor of color in the city's history, placing him among a crop of young, ambitious Democratic mayors of color in the Buckeye State, including Cleveland's Justin Bibb, age 37, and Cincinnati's Aftab Pureval, who is 42, both of whom were elected in 2021. In an election cycle where the top of the Republican national ticket--including Ohio's junior senator, J. D. Vance--has offered up wild fabrications about immigrants eating pets in nearby Springfield, they offer a different version of Buckeye State politics.

Barack Obama won Ohio twice, but whether a young brown man with a "funny name" can still win statewide there is unclear. The state's mix of impoverished rural precincts and aging, decaying Rust Belt bastions have tipped toward Republicans. Senator Sherrod Brown, the most recent Democrat elected statewide, is in the fight of his political life against the Republican Bernie Moreno. Malik, Bibb, and Pureval could represent a new generation of Ohio leaders, not only in their backgrounds and ages but also in their approach. They could, however, find their paths to higher office blocked by the country's hyperpartisanship--a fate that has shortened the careers of countless promising Republicans in blue states and Democrats in red states, an invisible loss of talent that America pays for in ways immeasurable but profound.

Stuart Stevens: I thought I understood the GOP. I was wrong.

Malik, who is biracial, with a Pakistani father and a white mother, is young for the role and looks younger. With a high, reedy voice and a baby face only barely disguised with a beard, he usually wears a suit--"If I'm going to be a 32-year-old mayor, I can at least look the part," he told me--but that just makes him seem a little like a kid dressed up for a special occasion. In fairness, Malik will always seem like a kid to me: I first met him as a teenager, when he was friends with my little sister. When I told J. Cherie Strachan, a political scientist at the University of Akron, that high-school friends used to joke that he was getting ready to be mayor, she laughed. "And now he's getting ready to be governor," she said. "I can't imagine that someone who is as ambitious as he is is going to stop at Akron."

The real surprise might be that Malik is in Akron at all. Once, the city was the prosperous center of the nation's tire industry, but its population has shrunk steadily since 1960. Firestone, Goodrich, and General Tire all left town; only Goodyear remains. The weather is bad. Any Akronite can reel off the names of many famous people from the city who left once they had a chance.

Malik could have been one of them. He excelled at Ohio State, graduated from Harvard Law School cum laude, and collected prestigious internships in Washington. He had no remaining family connections in Akron. Regardless, he decided to go home and take a job with the city's lawyers in 2016, figuring he could always move to D.C. later. He found himself depressed and lonely, and when a friend asked if he'd be happier in the capital, he immediately answered yes. So why don't you move? she asked.

"I think what I'm doing means something here, and I'm trying to find meaning here," he said, recounting the conversation to me. "If I'm not [in Washington], probably somebody who thinks very similar to me, who's going to work kind of the same as me, who's going to do pretty much the same thing [will be]. If I'm not here, that's not necessarily the case."

The answer conveys a lot about Malik: his earnestness, his diligence and sense of responsibility, his openness around topics like mental health. Obama--another biracial, Harvard Law-educated politician--is an obvious model, evident in Malik's pragmatic approach to politics, his seriousness of purpose, and his speaking style. A shelf in his sparsely decorated office captures the range of his influences: The New Jim Crow, Robert's Rules of Order, Bill Simmons's The Book of Basketball, and the Quran.

Malik's character was shaped profoundly by both of his parents--but in very different ways. The greatest influence on his life was his mother, Helen Killory Qammar, a beloved chemical-engineering professor at the University of Akron. She instilled a sense of service, a love of vocation, and a focus on education. "She always was trying to do the right thing," Malik  told the Akron Beacon Journal. "She was always treating people with kindness and dignity and respect and honesty." Qammar died of cancer when Malik was 21.

Malik speaks frequently about her, but less so about his father, at least until the mayoral campaign. After Malik's parents separated when he was 10, his father, Qammar Malik, a Pakistani immigrant, pleaded guilty to wire fraud, extortion, and impersonating a U.S. official in a blackmail scheme. During a mayoral debate in April 2023, Malik was asked how he thought about integrity. He shifted uncomfortably behind his lectern, as though wrestling with himself, then began to speak in a tremulous voice.

"I'm going to talk about something I never talked about in public before," he said. "I have a father who's a very dishonest guy, and this impacted me a lot as a kid. I talked to my dad through prison glass, and I don't talk about it a lot because it's something that is difficult to talk about, but it has guided my life to live every day with honesty."

Despite his initial unhappiness upon returning to Akron, Malik stuck it out. When he learned that the city-council seat for the ward he grew up in was opening, he moved there and entered the race. Malik won the 2019 election in a stroll. (Driving around this spring, he was still new enough to his job that he was instinctively doing the work of a city-council member, sighing and making a note when he saw a light-pole banner that had become partially detached.) In June 2022, police shot and killed a 25-year-old Black man named Jayland Walker after a car chase, spurring protests. Three months later, Malik announced that he would run for mayor in 2023, challenging the incumbent Dan Horrigan in the Democratic primary. Within weeks, Horrigan announced that he would not seek reelection.

In Akron, as in many small and midsize cities, the Democratic Party dominates. The city hasn't elected a Republican mayor since 1979, and the winner of the Democratic primary is a shoo-in for the general election. The city's Democratic machine, including Horrigan, opposed Malik, which turned out to be a great asset in a city eager for change. Malik looked to Bibb's successful race--featuring a young candidate who took on far more seasoned figures in Cleveland--as a model for his campaign.

The differences between Malik and other candidates were less about policy than philosophy. He ran down the middle on issues. In a race in which public safety was voters' central concern, he promised both police reform and greater safety. Where he distinguished himself from the field was on governing style. During the campaign, he knocked on hundreds of doors and showed up at every event he could, leveraging his youth and energy. Wherever he went, he promised that as mayor he'd bring the same transparency and opportunity for public engagement into a city government that hadn't felt very open or accessible for decades.

Strachan told me that Malik's campaign was "facilitative, deliberative, inclusive, and focused on process." These may be the hallmarks of a younger generation; Strachan noted that they're also traditionally associated with a more feminine leadership style. And it was women who powered Malik's victory. He won 43 percent of the vote in a seven-person field, and a postelection poll found that Malik won more votes from women than any other candidate won in total.

If anything, getting elected was the easy part. The council--perhaps eager to establish some leverage over an untested mayor--refused to fund a position to implement his public-engagement initiative. ("I don't have to like it, but I'm gonna respect it," he told me, paraphrasing the rapper Nipsey Hussle.) His attempt to change the city charter to allow him to seek outside candidates for police chief fell short. A mass shooting at a birthday party this summer shook the city and made national headlines; now some residents are clamoring for the police chief's firing.

"It's easy to get beaten down and just overwhelmed by the issues," Tony O'Leary, a former deputy mayor who advised Malik's transition into office, told me. "Shit just comes every day, no matter what you do or how well you prepare. It's always the unexpected. It doesn't matter what's on your to-do list."

When I spoke with Malik again in September, he said he was adjusting to the incrementalism of the job. The mayor has more power than a ward councilor, but also less chance to act unilaterally. His first nine months on the job, he joked, "have been like 54 years." But Malik's respect for process can mask a hard resolve.

"Everybody deserves to be treated with dignity and respect, right? But I should be confident in the things that I'm putting forward," he said. "That doesn't mean yelling, that doesn't mean arguing, but it does mean being firm. I'm not going to bring something to someone unless it's well thought out."

Mayors don't always have the luxury, or the burden, of ideology. Many of their most pressing issues aren't partisan, and they may have to work with state and federal politicians with whom they disagree.

"When you're dealing with the extreme MAGA-led Republican state legislature that we have in Columbus, I think it's important to find commonsense, pragmatic Republican lawmakers that I can work with across the aisle who share my vision and love for Cleveland," Bibb told me.

This fall, Donald Trump and Vance spent weeks fueling a national news cycle based on false, racist claims about legal Haitian migrants in Springfield, Ohio, and promising to deport them if elected. It fell to Springfield Mayor Rob Rue and Governor Mike DeWine, both Republicans, to refute those claims. Migration has taxed Springfield's housing supply, but local officials also credit it with helping revitalize the economy.

In September, Malik joined a delegation of Ohio mayors that went to Springfield to meet with Rue, offer support, and compare notes. Back home, he told me that although he had no patience for fearmongering or racism, he understood the tension in Springfield.

"When there is a significant rise in population in a community, especially a city of 60,000 people, certainly there are going to be impacts. There's going to be positive impact. There's going to be challenges," he said.

Akron experienced an influx of several thousand people, including many from Nepal and Bhutan, in the early 2000s. Malik said he was conscious of the concerns of longtime Akronites, but noted that, as in Springfield, population growth can help everyone. "I'm walking around a city that was built for 300,000 people," he told me. "It's now a city of 187,000 people. It doesn't run if the population is 100,000." (A couple of times, Malik half-jokingly tried to persuade me to move home too.)

Residents of bigger cities, which have more room and more liberal politics, may be receptive to this kind of argument--and to immigrants. Elsewhere, however, many Ohioans have been amenable to Trump's message, focused on economic protectionism, nativism, and reduced immigration. His success there has taken Ohio out of the swing-state column at the national level. Broad political shifts, weak candidates, and gerrymandering have all but locked Democrats out of power at the state level. According to a count by David Niven, a political scientist at the University of Cincinnati, Democrats have won just one of 32 statewide races over the past decade, though the success last year of a constitutional amendment to protect abortion access has instilled some hope.

"To the extent that there's a Democratic future, it's the mayors, but what Ohio has been doing of late has been chewing up and spitting out Democrats with statewide aspirations," Niven told me. Democrats hope that younger people and greater diversity will improve their statewide fortunes.

If the state ever turns purple again, Democrats will be looking to the people sitting in mayoral offices today and in the years ahead to win at the state level. "We need more mayors from big cities and medium-sized cities and small cities in this state working in the legislature, running for statewide offices," he told me. (Bibb excluded himself from consideration, at least for the moment: "Right now, I'm just trying to get reelected in 2025.")

Making the jump to statewide office isn't easy, though, not only because of party affiliation but also because Ohio is regionally divided such that no mayor has much name recognition or reach across the state. In 2022, Dayton Mayor Nan Whaley ran for governor as a Democrat but was trounced by the incumbent DeWine. Malik told me that he's heard the optimistic speculation about his future but he's focused on his current job. "I ran for mayor because I think I can do this job," he said. "I'm not running for state representative or state senator, because I don't know state government. I'm not running for Congress. I want to do this job."

For once, Malik doesn't seem to be in a hurry. But if he ever wanted to kick the tires, he'd be in the right place.
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Under the Spell of the Crowd

An afternoon outside the Trump rally at Madison Square Garden

by George Packer




On Sunday afternoon, I stood for three hours in a block of Midtown Manhattan--33rd Street, between 6th and 7th Avenues--surrounded by thousands of Donald Trump supporters. Every half hour or so, the herd shuffled forward 15 or 20 feet before the police barriers up ahead closed again. Whenever we moved, a chant of "USA! USA!" broke out, only to die as soon as progress stopped. Madison Square Garden, where Trump and an all-star MAGA lineup were on the bill, stood in view the whole time, a few hundred feet away. Snipers perched on high-rise rooftops, and a pair of drones hovered overhead. A friend had bought two tickets, but word reached us from the front that tickets weren't being checked--they were a ruse for the campaign to snag fundraising emails. As the sun drifted toward the Hudson River and the sparkling fall day cooled off, the clock was outrunning us.

I've been in Trump crowds before, but never in New York City. The familiarly scuzzy and desolate neighborhood around Penn Station was filled with a political throng wearing an unusual amount of red for a city that dresses dark. Because it was New York, there were a lot more Black and brown people, and a lot more Orthodox Jews, than you'd see at a Trump rally in Butler, Pennsylvania. An occupying force of unmistakable locals had taken over the street. My disorientation deepened all afternoon.

No one had more than six inches of personal space. To exit through the crush sideways and climb over metal barriers for a bathroom break or cup of coffee would take a major effort of will. We were stuck. There was nothing to do but chat.

Next to me stood a solemn-looking man in his 20s who held a tiny American flag in one hand. He said that he worked at the Metropolitan Museum of Art--a world-famous, progressively orthodox cultural institution where his politics made him a lonely dissident. One of about three? No, he said--there were secret comrades in warehousing. I asked if he thought the country could come together after the election, whatever the result. His answer--that Trump had the support of an overwhelming majority of Americans, more than enough to clean up the mess, and that Democrats alone were guilty of demonizing their opponents, because Republicans were just saying what was true--sounded like a no.

An hour later and 100 feet farther along, I was standing beside Richard and Jason, Trinidad-born men in MAGA caps, who live near me in Brooklyn. They supported Trump because of high prices--a dozen eggs for $6--and lack of international respect; also, The Apprentice. Richard was certain that Trump would win in a landslide--would even take deep-blue New York City. (There's a lot of secret Trump support in Flatbush, he confided.) When I asked if he would accept a result that went against his candidate, Richard simply repeated: Trump in a landslide. I almost believed him, because the street had become an echo chamber--not the virtual kind, but a physical one--and I began to understand the power of crowds over the mind. As the afternoon wore on, it became harder to hold on to the thought that all these thousands of people were wrong.

Around 3 o'clock--after two hours of standing, and no progress for at least 45 minutes--my lower back throbbed. It was becoming clear that we would never cross 7th Avenue and reach the promised land of Madison Square Garden, and I began to imagine a stampede. If this had been an ordinary Manhattan traffic jam, the blare of car horns would have been deafening. But the crowd remained shockingly patient and pleasant, making instant friends in the American way. Promoters for a local betting market tossed out red T-shirts that gave Trump a 57 percent chance to win, and Richard, Jason, and my other neighbors took up a cry of "Bet on Trump! Bet on Trump!" On the sidewalk, a near-perfect Kim Jong Un impersonator was barking, "No to democracy! Yes to autocracy! That's why I support Donald J. Trump!" and everyone was laughing. Being fellow Americans together, or New Yorkers, or even Yankee fans, wouldn't have been enough to prevent things from getting ugly. Today, the week before Election Day, only a political tribe--the Fellowship of Trump on 33rd Street--creates such solidarity.

Close to 4 o'clock, we hadn't moved in well over an hour. With this motionlessness in the heart of New York City, the crowd congealed into a single thought, and the thought became reality--it was as if Trump had somehow already won. Wedged between the men from Flatbush and a metal barricade, I was living in Trump's America. The smiles and laughter, the cheerful outbreaks of chanting, the helpful calls of "Chair coming through, wheelchair coming"--all these tokens of happiness depended on a mass delusion that had everyone in its grip. It was absolutely possible for the unanimous belief of all these thousands of people to be wrong. And if I stayed here any longer, I might go under the spell too, like a lost climber who sits down to rest in the snow for a few minutes and never gets up. I squeezed my way along the sidewalk until I found an opening in the barricades and slipped out.

So I, along with 10,000 or 20,000 others, missed the big show inside Madison Square Garden. I missed the racist jokes and vulgar insults and profanity directed at Puerto Ricans and other Latinos; at Jews, Palestinians, women, Kamala Harris, Hillary Clinton, and the half of Americans who support Democrats. I missed the crude nativism, the conspiracy-theory mongering, the warnings of violence and revenge. I missed the grifters and the nepos, the opportunists and the fanatics, the heirs of Charles Lindbergh and Father Coughlin, the fascist wannabes who don't quite have the chops--the dark mirror of the good will outside. I missed seeing what the hateful extravaganza would have done to my neighbors in the crowd on 33rd Street. And I went home wondering how a spell ever breaks.
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Trump Wants You to Accept All of This as Normal

The former president is psychologically preparing Americans for an assault on the electoral system.

by Anne Applebaum




In the final week of this election season, the Republican Party is running two different campaigns. One of them is an ugly and angry but conventional political enterprise. Donald Trump and other Republicans make speeches; party operatives seek to get out the vote; money is spent in swing states; television and radio advertisements proliferate. The people running that campaign are focused on winning the election.

Last night, in New York City's Madison Square Garden, we caught a glimpse of the other campaign. This is the campaign that is psychologically preparing Americans for an assault on the electoral system, a second January 6, if Trump doesn't win--or else an assault on the political system and the rule of law if he does. Listen carefully to the words of Tucker Carlson, the pundit fired from Fox News partly for his role in lying about the 2020 election. Warming up the crowd for Trump, he mocked the very idea that Kamala Harris could win: "It's going to be pretty hard to look at us and say, 'You know what? Kamala Harris, she got 85 million votes because she's so impressive as the first Samoan Malaysian, low-I.Q., former California prosecutor ever to be elected president."

"Samoan Malaysian" was Carlson's way of mocking Harris's mixed-race background, and "low-IQ" is self-explanatory--but "85 million" is a number of votes she could in fact win. And how, Carlson suggested, could there be such a "groundswell of popular support" for a person he demeaned as a mongrel, an incompetent, an idiot? The answer was clear: There can't be, and if anyone says it happened, then we will contest it.

Read: This is Trump's message

All of this is part of the game: the Trump campaign's loud confidence, despite dead-even polls; its decision, in the final days, to take the candidate outside the swing states to New York, New Mexico, and Virginia, because we've got this in the bag (and not, say, because filling arenas in Pennsylvania is getting harder); the hyping of Republican-early-voter numbers, even though no evidence indicates that these are new voters, just people who are no longer being discouraged from voting early. Also the multiple attempts, across the country, to remove large numbers of people from the rolls; the many claims, with no justification, that "illegal immigrants" are voting or even, as Trump implied during the September debate, that illegal immigrants are being deliberately imported into the country in order to vote; Vance's declaration that he will accept the election results as long as "only legal American citizens" vote.

At Madison Square Garden, Trump doubled down on that rhetoric. He repeated past claims about the "invasion" of immigrants; about "Venezuelan gangs" occupying American cities, even Times Square; and he offered an instant solution: "On day one, I will launch the largest deportation program in American history to get these criminals out. I will rescue every city and town that has been invaded and conquered, and we will put these vicious and bloodthirsty criminals in jail." But he left open the question of who exactly all these "criminals" might be, because he seemed to be talking about not just immigrants but also his political opponents, "the enemy within." The United States, he said, "is now an occupied country, but it will soon be an occupied country no longer ... November 5, 2024, nine days from now, will be Liberation Day in America."

The insults we heard from many speakers at Madison Square Garden, including the description of Puerto Rico as "garbage" or of Harris as "the anti-Christ" or of Hillary Clinton as a "sick son of a bitch"--insults that can also be heard in a thousand podcast episodes featuring Carlson, Elon Musk, J. D. Vance, and their ilk--are part of the same effort. Trump's electorate is being primed to equate his political opposition with infection, pollution, and demonic power, and to accept violence and chaos as a legitimate, necessary response to these primal, lethal threats.

As I wrote earlier this month, this kind of language, imported from the 1930s, has never before been part of mainstream American presidential politics, because no other political candidate in modern history has used an election to undermine the legal basis of the American political system. But if we are an occupied country, then Joe Biden is not the legitimately elected president of the United States. If we are an occupied country, then the American government is not a set of institutions established over centuries by Congress, but rather a sinister cabal that must be dismantled at any price. If we are an occupied country, then of course the Trump administration can break the law, commit acts of violence, or even trash the Constitution in order to "liberate" Americans, either after Trump has lost the election or after he has won it.

Read: Trump's tariff talk might already be hurting the economy

This kind of language is not being used accidentally or incidentally. It is not a joke, even when used by professional comedians. These insults are central to Trump's message, which is why they were featured at a venue he reveres. They are also classic authoritarian tactics that have worked before, not only in the 1930s but also in places such as modern Venezuela and modern Russia, countries where the public was also prepared over many years to accept lawlessness and violence from the state. The same tactics are working in the United States right now. Election workers, whose job is to carry out the will of the voters, are already the subject of violent threats and harassment. At least two ballot boxes have been attacked.

The natural human instinct is to dismiss, ignore, or downplay these kinds of threats. But that's the point: You are meant to accept this language and behavior, to consider this kind of rhetoric "baked in" to any Trump campaign. You are supposed to just get used to the idea that Trump wishes he had "Hitler's generals" or that he uses the Stalinist phrase "enemies of the people" to describe his opponents. Because once you think that's normal, then you'll accept the next step. Even when that next step is an assault on democracy and the rule of law.
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The Comically Terrible Rollout of Latter-day Saints for Trump

The koozies and coffee mugs were a mistake.

by McKay Coppins


President Donald Trump with Senator Mike Lee in Utah in 2017 (Rick Bowmer / AP)



One of the more puzzling, albeit obscure, subplots in the final weeks of this campaign season has been Donald Trump's thunderingly incompetent effort to court Mormon voters.

Earlier this month, the former president's campaign launched Latter-day Saints for Trump, one of several "coalition" groups designed to coordinate outreach to specific subsections of the electorate. (See also: Catholics for Trump, Jewish Voices for Trump, and Latino Americans for Trump.) The campaign's special attention to the LDS vote makes sense. Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, once the most reliably Republican religious group in the country, have been considerably less loyal to the party in the Trump era. And enough of them live in the closely divided battleground states of Arizona and Nevada to make a difference.

But almost immediately, Latter-day Saints for Trump devolved into a Veep-like comedy of errors. The official website went live on October 7 with a photo of Russell M. Nelson, the president of the Church and a man considered by its members to be a prophet of God. When a reporter for the Church-owned Deseret News asked whether the campaign had gotten permission to feature the image, given the Church's neutrality in partisan politics, the campaign quickly scrubbed the photo from its homepage.

A few days later, users on X discovered a page on the Trump-campaign website selling Mormon-branded merch--including Latter-day Saints for Trump coffee mugs ($25) and koozies (two for $15). When people pointed out that Mormons somewhat famously don't drink coffee or alcohol, the campaign hastily rebranded the merch, and a social-media pile-on ensued. ("Next: Jews for Trump pork chops.")

From the January/February 2021 issue: The most American religion

Meanwhile, Mormon-targeted campaign events have been scheduled with an odd indifference to Latter-day Saint religious practice. A canvassing event in Nevada, for example, was held the same weekend as General Conference, a semiannual series of Church broadcasts in which senior leaders deliver sermons and spiritual counsel. (The timing was a "challenge," admitted the Utah GOP chair, who helped organize the event.) And when Trump held a rally in Prescott, Arizona, with an array of MAGA-Mormon luminaries--including Senator Mike Lee of Utah and the right-wing media personality Glenn Beck--it took place on a Sunday, which Latter-day Saints traditionally set apart for worship, service, and rest, not political events. (Perhaps to address this dissonance, the post-rally Latter-day Saints for Trump Zoom call was advertised as a "virtual fireside," a reference to evening religious meetings held by Mormons.)

The latest hitch in Trump's Mormon outreach came yesterday, when the Deseret News reported that Doug Quezada, a founding co-chair of Latter-day Saints for Trump, is being sued for fraud over an alleged scheme involving a cannabis company. (Quezada told the paper the lawsuit was a "shakedown" and denied wrongdoing; in July, a judge denied a motion to dismiss the lawsuit.) Such allegations may be somewhat commonplace in the Republican nominee's orbit, but the words cannabis company and fraud will not reassure Trump-skeptical Mormons.

A spokesperson for the Trump campaign did not respond to my request for an interview about the rollout of Latter-day Saints for Trump. But Rob Taber, the national director of Latter-day Saints for Harris-Walz, a grassroots group that works closely with the Democratic campaign, was happy to talk. Taber told me he's been surprised by the "sheer incompetence" of Trump's efforts, and chalked up the missteps to a lack of practice. "They're used to being able to count on the LDS vote to be the door-knockers and the foot soldiers of the Republican Party," Taber told me. "Actually having to engage in persuasion is a little bit new to them."

For most Mormon voters, these political faux pas won't be deal-breakers on their own. But the Trump campaign's clumsiness is revealing. Taber has a point: There's a reason professional Republicans are so bad at pandering to Latter-day Saints--before Trump came along, they never had to. In the modern political era, a typical GOP presidential nominee would receive the support of 70 to 80 percent of LDS voters in the United States. In 2016, Trump--with his "locker-room talk" and fondness for adultery, his rank xenophobia and religious illiteracy--barely managed to pull half of the national Mormon vote, and won deep-red Utah with a meager plurality. (Evan McMullin, a Mormon independent candidate, drew more than 20 percent of the vote.)

For most of 2016, Trump's campaign seemed to take the Mormon vote for granted--even as Democrats saw an opening. That August, Hillary Clinton wrote an op-ed for the Deseret News touting her record of support for religious minorities around the world as secretary of state, and contrasting it with Trump's proposed Muslim ban, which the Church had condemned. Intent on showing that she'd done her homework, Clinton even cited several historical LDS leaders by name. When Trump responded with his own Deseret News op-ed a few days later, it comprised a hodgepodge of generic GOP talking points, plus a tin-eared pledge to protect pastors who endorse political candidates from the pulpit (a practice that, though common in evangelicalism, is forbidden in LDS services).

Four years later, Trump and his allies seemed more attuned to their Mormon problem. The campaign repeatedly dispatched Donald Trump Jr. to Utah, and enlisted the help of Mormon surrogates. But they still struggled to connect. The most famous blunder came late in the 2020 campaign, when Lee gave a speech in Arizona ham-fistedly comparing Trump to a character from the Book of Mormon.

Read: Why Mormons don't like Trump

"To my Mormon friends, my Latter-day Saint friends, think of him as Captain Moroni," Lee said, pointing to Trump. "He seeks not power, but to pull it down. He seeks not the praise of the world or the fake news, but he seeks the well-being and the peace of the American people."

Many Mormons, including some Trump supporters, found the comparison blasphemous. Captain Moroni is a beloved scriptural figure, the personification of bravery and selflessness, and seeing him invoked at a MAGA rally was jarring. Lee quickly walked back the comments, but the incident illustrated just how uncomfortable many Mormons are with their newfound status as a voter bloc to be fought over. To court them effectively in a presidential campaign requires both a strong grasp of LDS culture and a certain amount of delicacy.

Rob Taber told me that this is where Mormon Democrats like him have an edge. People with left-of-center views in the Church spend their lives learning how to lay out their view gently and persuasively, he said: "You just get used to explaining things."

There's little doubt that most LDS voters will support Trump this year. Conservative attitudes on abortion and other cultural issues guarantee a certain degree of partisan loyalty. But younger Latter-day Saints, who came of age in the Trump era, are significantly less conservative than previous generations. And in the past eight years, some anti-Trump Mormons have gotten more comfortable voting for Democrats instead of third-party protest candidates.

The margins could matter. In a survey conducted shortly before the 2020 election, Quin Monson, a pollster and political-science professor at Brigham Young University, found that Joe Biden doubled Clinton's share of the Mormon vote in Arizona--a state with a large Mormon population that Biden won by fewer than 12,000 votes. For the Harris campaign, holding on to those voters this year could be the difference between losing Arizona and cracking open a celebratory beverage on Election Night. I know a website where they might be able to get some koozies on sale.
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A Bogus New Rationale for Trump's Economic Agenda

His allies now claim that he wouldn't really impose massive global tariffs if elected. But the uncertainty created by threats is bad enough.

by Scott Lincicome




Perhaps the most levelheaded defense of Donald Trump's misguided plan for steep global tariffs is that they'll never be imposed. Trump surrogates have lately been assuring the business world that the former president will, if elected, use merely the threat of across-the-board import taxes of 10 to 20 percent to pressure other countries to lower their own barriers to American goods. The result: freer trade among participating nations, and more revenue for American companies, without ever firing anything more than a warning shot.

Howard Lutnick, a billionaire co-chair of the Trump transition, recently made a version of this argument on CNBC, using the auto industry as an example. "If we said, 'We're going to tariff you the way you tariff us,' do you think they're going to allow Mercedes and all these Japanese companies and Porsches and BMWs to all of a sudden have 100 percent tariffs in America?" he said. "Of course not. They're going to come and negotiate, and their tariffs are going to come down, and finally Ford and General Motors are going to be able to sell in these places."

The idea that the White House can use import restrictions to affect foreign governments' policies is not entirely without precedent. Research shows that from the 1970s through the early 1990s, various administrations sometimes succeeded in prying open foreign markets by threatening tariffs or other protectionist measures. A reasonable case can even be made that Trump's 2019 promise to slap 10 percent tariffs on Mexican imports helped push our southern neighbor to cooperate more fully on restricting illegal immigration.

Trump's new global tariff threat, however, would likely be far less successful, and would impose significant costs even if the tariffs were never applied. The "just a threat" strategy sounds nice in the abstract but in reality suffers from fatal flaws: It ignores not only America's checkered history of such gambits but also the economic damage that threats alone can inflict on the American and global economies.

David Frum: Trump's plan to raise your taxes

The occasional tariff-threat success stories are exceptions to a broader negative trend. In a comprehensive analysis of every U.S. unfair-trade investigation from 1975 to 1993--91 cases targeting foreign discrimination against U.S. goods, services, and intellectual property--Kimberly Ann Elliott and Thomas O. Bayard found that American efforts to pressure foreign countries to open up their markets were successful less than half of the time. The authors' definition of "success" was generous to U.S. officials: It could include just the partial achievement of U.S. objectives and result in no actual trade liberalization. Even then, the wins occurred mostly when a single country was dependent on the U.S. market--a situation that applies to only a few countries today--and during a short period in the mid-1980s, when the U.S. had far more economic heft in global markets than it has now. (China in 1991, for example, shipped almost one-third of its exports to the United States; today, the number is about 15 percent.) When the U.S. government actually applied trade restrictions, moreover, the strategy worked only twice in 12 tries. In the other 10 cases, foreign governments did not acquiesce to American demands; despite new U.S. protectionism, they kept in place the policies and practices to which Washington objected.

Trump-era trade actions have encountered similar difficulties. No nation lowered its tariffs on U.S. goods in response to tariffs imposed, or merely threatened, during the Trump administration, and most of those U.S. tariffs remain in force today. Even worse, several foreign governments--in China, the European Union, India, Turkey, Canada, Mexico, and Russia--retaliated against U.S. exports, which in some cases remain depressed. Since then, Trump's "Phase One" deal with Beijing, signed in early 2020 and hailed as proof that the tariffs were working, because China had agreed to buy American farm goods and open certain domestic markets, has fizzled out; China has largely failed to follow through. And, as the current U.S. Trade Representative Katherine Tai just confirmed, the China tariffs have not changed Chinese government policies or behavior.

Overall, a recent analysis of the Trump-era retaliation shows that "a one percentage point increase in foreign tariffs was associated with a 3.9 percent reduction in U.S. exports." So Trump's previous strategic tariff experiment resulted in less trade, not more, and America is still paying for it.

Just the threat of a tariff also can inflict considerable economic costs, because it increases uncertainty for business, which has been found to reduce U.S. investment, output, and hiring. An unpredictable policy environment gives private companies an incentive to stay out of the U.S. market until policy is clarified, resulting in a lower level of current economic activity overall. Numerous studies have confirmed these effects, but they're really just common sense: Who would want to wager millions of dollars on a new U.S. facility that might soon face higher production costs, or be unable to sell products abroad, thanks to possible tariffs?

Various measures of what economists refer to as "trade policy uncertainty," or TPU, spiked during Trump's time in office as he routinely announced or teased radical changes to U.S. tariff policy on Twitter. According to one index, average TPU during the Trump administration was the highest recorded under any president since 1960, when the series began. A study in the Journal of Monetary Economics estimated that the increase in Trump-era uncertainty reduced aggregate U.S. investment by $23 to $47 billion in 2018 alone.

American trade law compounds this uncertainty by giving the president broad and ambiguous power to quickly impose new tariffs without congressional input or approval. As my Cato Institute colleague Clark Packard and I detail in a new paper, following the Smoot-Hawley tariff debacle of the 1930s--in which Congress dramatically increased U.S. protectionism and thereby set off a global trade war that deepened the Great Depression--the legislative branch delegated much of its constitutional trade authority to the executive. Congress assumed that the president, with national constituency and foreign-affairs responsibilities under Article II, was less likely to repeat Smoot-Hawley. This approach to U.S. trade policy making worked reasonably well for 80-plus years, but Trump (and, to a lesser degree, Joe Biden) exposed a key flaw: The laws at issue are so broad and ambiguous as to allow a president to unilaterally impose or maintain damaging tariffs on dubious grounds.

Roge Karma: Reaganomics is on its last legs

Over the past seven years, moreover, U.S. courts have rejected every challenge to the Trump-era tariffs on steel, aluminum, and Chinese imports, and to the laws under which the tariffs were imposed. Judges have proved to be particularly deferential to the executive branch in cases alleged to involve "national security," a term so broad and undefined that one Trump-administration lawyer famously refused to concede that it couldn't apply to imported peanut butter.

Given this precedent, the next president will effectively have a green light to impose new tariffs--and dictate U.S. trade policy--with little concern that the other branches of government will stand in the way. Any such tariffs, as well as their size and scope, will thus come down to the whims of one person in the Oval Office, who might be Trump. Future courts might find global, across-the-board tariffs to be fundamentally different from past actions and thus beyond the bounds of whatever law was used to justify them, but that outcome is far from guaranteed. Until Congress changes the law, trade policy will be vulnerable to abuse and will therefore continue to thicken the fog surrounding trillions of dollars in annual U.S. trade.

That fog is, unfortunately, again building up as trade-policy uncertainty has climbed back to levels not seen since Trump's time in office. His victory next week would likely boost uncertainty even more, with inevitable collateral damage to the U.S. investment climate and economy. Indeed, with reports of corporate angst and delayed investment already proliferating, the damage appears to have already begun.
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This Is Trump's Message

At his Madison Square Garden rally, Trump's argument was hate and fear.

by David A. Graham




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


We might as well start with the lowlight of last night's Trump campaign rally at Madison Square Garden. That would be Tony Hinchcliffe, a podcaster who's part of Joe Rogan's circle, and who was the evening's first speaker.

"These Latinos, they love making babies too. Just know that. They do. They do. There's no pulling out. They don't do that. They come inside," he joked. "Just like they did to our country." A minute later: "I don't know if you guys know this, but there's literally a floating island of garbage in the middle of the ocean right now. Yeah, I think it's called Puerto Rico." It took a few more minutes before he got to the joke about Black people loving watermelons. Novel, edgy stuff--for a minstrel show in 1874.

Other speakers were only somewhat better. A childhood pal of Donald Trump's called Vice President Kamala Harris "the anti-Christ" and "the devil." The radio host Sid Rosenberg called her husband, Doug Emhoff, "a crappy Jew." Tucker Carlson had a riff about Harris vying to be "the first Samoan-Malaysian, low-IQ former California prosecutor ever to be elected president." Stephen Miller went full blood-and-soil, declaring, "America is for Americans and Americans only." (In 1939, a Nazi rally at the old Madison Square Garden promised "to restore America to the true Americans.") Melania Trump delivered a rare public speech that served mostly as a reminder of why her speeches are rare.

Read: How Joe Rogan remade Austin

Only after this did Trump take the stage and call Harris a "very low-IQ individual." He vowed, "On day one, I will launch the largest deportation program in American history." He proposed a tax break for family caregivers, but the idea was quickly lost in the sea of offensive remarks.

Republicans who are not MAGA diehards reacted with dismay and horror--presumably at the political ramifications, because they can't possibly be surprised by the content at this point. Politico Playbook, a useful manual of conventional wisdom, this morning cites Republicans fretting over alienating Puerto Ricans and Latinos generally. (Yesterday, Harris visited a Puerto Rican restaurant in Philadelphia and received the endorsement of the Puerto Rican pop superstar Bad Bunny.)

"Stay on message," pleaded Representative Anthony D'Esposito, a New York Republican in a tight reelection race. That's ridiculous. This--all of this--is the message of Trump's campaign. Other Republicans may cringe at the coarseness of these comments, or worry that they will cost votes, but they made their choice long ago, and have stuck with them despite years of bigotry and other ugliness.

Adam Serwer: J. D. Vance's empty nationalism

Trump is running on nativism, crude stereotypes, and lies about immigrants. He has demeaned Harris in offensive and personal terms. He's attacked American Jews for not supporting him. His disdain for Puerto Rico is long-standing, and his callousness after Hurricane Maria in 2017 was one of the most appalling moments of an appalling presidency. He feuded with the island's elected officials, his administration tried to block aid, and he tried to swap the American territory for Greenland. (The Trump campaign said that Hinchcliffe's routine "does not reflect the views of President Trump or the campaign," which is also absurd. He was invited by Trump to appear at a rally for Trump's campaign, and made the joke standing at a lectern emblazoned with Trump's name.)

The Trump campaign itself may be perfectly happy with how it all went down. Madison Square Garden, the most famous venue in Manhattan, a place that still enthralls him, was packed to the rafters for him. Counterprotests were muted, even as speakers at the rally boasted about entering the beating heart of liberalism. (As The New York Times' Nate Cohn writes, New York City has moved somewhat toward him, though any hopes of his winning the city or the state remain far-fetched.)

David A. Graham: Donald Trump's dog whistles are unmistakable

The whole point of the rally was provocation. Trump has long demonstrated a view that it's better when people are talking about him--even if they're outraged--than talking about anyone else. The record is murky: Trump won in 2016 but lost the popular vote, lost in 2020, and led his party to poor performances in 2018 and 2022. But he appears to believe that this year could be different. Trump calculates that if people are thinking about immigration and race, they will move toward him, even if they disapprove of the policy solutions he's offering (or just don't believe he'll implement them).

Some Democrats agree, and fret that the Harris campaign's recent turn toward attacking Trump is a missed opportunity for the Democrat to make a positive case for herself or refocus on economic issues. The pro-Harris super PAC Future Forward warns in an email that "attacking Trump's fascism is not that persuasive," while Secretary of Transportation Pete Buttigieg, a Harris surrogate, warned that the rally was "bait."

As a matter of electoral calculation, focusing on the offensive remarks last night may be unhelpful for Harris. But as an encapsulation of what Trump stands for as a candidate, and what he would bring to office, the rally was an effective medium for his closing message.
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Donald Trump's Dog Whistles Are Unmistakable

The Republican nominee's fixation on <em>The Atlantic </em>follows a dark pattern.

by David A. Graham




When someone attacks the messenger rather than the message, they're usually revealing something.

Friday night in Austin, Texas, the Republican presidential nominee, Donald Trump, fiercely criticized The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, over a recent report about Trump's troubling attitude toward the military, which he believes should be loyal to him personally. As Goldberg reports, Trump said, "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had," which is both chilling and historically illiterate.

Read: Trump: 'I need the kind of generals Hitler had'

Trump called The Atlantic "a failing magazine run by a guy named Goldberg." He added that "they were the ones that made up the story about me saying bad things about this, about the soldiers." That's a reference to another article that Goldberg published, in September 2020, reporting that then-President Trump had called Americans who died in wars "suckers" and "losers." Trump's attack is factually wrong on nearly every count, but it's still a useful demonstration of Trump's political methods and aims.

First, some housekeeping: Trump's own former staffers have confirmed the "suckers" and "losers" reporting on the record. The Atlantic is thriving both journalistically--it has won the magazine industry's top award three years running--and as a business, attaining profitability this year with more than 1 million subscribers. Nearly the only thing that Trump got right was Goldberg's name. As in past instances, he emphasized the name in a way that reeked of anti-Semitism. Trump likes to deny allegations of anti-Semitism by pointing to his Jewish family members, but he has a long history of crude, stereotypical remarks about Jews, and in this election he has repeatedly attacked American Jews for not supporting him, saying they will be to blame if he loses.

Read: Trump: Americans who died in war are 'suckers' and 'losers'

Trump is attacking the messenger here because he can't really attack the message. He denies making the remarks, but a pile of other evidence backs up the report. Goldberg's recent story was closely followed by a New York Times story in which John Kelly, a retired general who served as Trump's chief of staff, described Trump's obsession with personal loyalty and desire to use the military against domestic critics. Thirteen other former Trump-administration officials signed a letter backing these accounts up. "President Trump used the terms suckers and losers to describe soldiers who gave their lives in the defense of our country," Kelly recently told Goldberg. "There are many, many people who have heard him say these things." Besides, Trump has said himself that he wants to use the military domestically, and he's disrespected fallen soldiers by trying to use Arlington National Cemetery as a cheap campaign prop.

He's also employed this kind of attempted bullying before. Four years ago, Trump denied Goldberg's story about "suckers" and "losers," but other reporters quickly duplicated the reporting, including Jennifer Griffin of Fox News. Trump quickly (though unsuccessfully) demanded that Fox fire her. The former president has also sporadically railed at Goldberg and The Atlantic since 2020.

Read: Why Trump's Arlington debacle is so serious

Although Trump's attacks on the press are not new, they have escalated in recent weeks. Trump has said that CBS should lose its broadcast license over a 60 Minutes interview with Vice President Kamala Harris, his Democratic opponent. He has pressured Fox News to stop airing ads that are critical of him. He has threatened Google for showing negative stories about him. He has previously vowed to jail reporters.

The point here is not to plead for pity for the poor press. Courageous reporting is courageous because it puts journalists in conflict with powerful people. Anyone who expects adulation all the time should go into a different business. (This also goes for any media owner who might feel tempted to tone down criticism of Trump.)

Read: The Trump believability gap

But voters need to understand why Trump is attacking the press, and where it will lead if he is reelected. The future of American democracy is the key question of this election. Trump has left an ample record showing that he is committed neither to the rule of law nor to rule by the people--after all, he tried to steal the last presidential election after he lost it. But many Americans seem to have forgotten what Trump's presidency was like, or they simply don't believe that he'll do the things that he keeps saying, loudly and publicly, that he'll do.

Stories like Goldberg's are an impediment to Trump's return to power because they are vivid depictions of what Trump believes and how he acts. In a country with a free press, voters can hear these things. American voters should carefully listen to what Trump says and know what he has done--and they should have no illusions about the fact that if he wins, Trump will try to make the press less free.
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'A Lot of People Live Here, and Everybody Votes'

Why the pivotal race for Wisconsin might come down to deep-blue Dane County

by Russell Berman




Barack Obama was barely three minutes into his speech inside a Madison, Wisconsin, arena on Tuesday when he delivered his call to action--"I am asking you to vote"--a plea so eagerly anticipated by the thousands in attendance that they erupted in cheers before he could finish the line.

Kamala Harris's campaign had dispatched its most valuable surrogate to Wisconsin's heavily Democratic capital on the swing state's first day of early voting, with just two weeks to go until the election. Before this crowd in Dane County, though, Obama's exhortation--maybe even his entire appearance--seemed superfluous.

As Michael Wagner, a political scientist at the University of Wisconsin's flagship Madison campus, put it: "A lot of people live here, and everybody votes." He was exaggerating, but only slightly.

Within the battleground states that will determine the presidency, no city turns out its voters more reliably than Madison, and no county turns out more reliably than Dane. Four years ago, a whopping 89 percent of Dane's registered voters cast ballots in the presidential election--well above the national average--and more than three-quarters of them went for Joe Biden. He received 42,000 more votes in the county than Hillary Clinton had in 2016--and twice his statewide margin of victory. Harris might need even more. In the scramble for every last vote in a deadlocked campaign, the vice president is betting that she can beat Biden's margins among the white, college-educated suburbanites who have swung hardest toward the Democrats in recent years.

Read: The swing states are in good hands

Along with Pennsylvania and Michigan, Wisconsin is one of three "Blue Wall" states that offer Harris's simplest path to 270 electoral votes, and recent polls have it essentially tied. That is not unusual: Only twice this century has a presidential candidate of either party carried Wisconsin by more than a single percentage point.

To win Wisconsin, Harris likely has to turn out new voters from Madison and Dane to offset possibly steeper Democratic losses in the state's rural areas, as well as a potential dropoff among Black and Latino voters in Milwaukee. Republicans are gunning for the area, too; Donald Trump held a rally near Madison earlier this month, and despite the Democrats' dominance in Dane, the state's second-most-populous county is also home to one of Wisconsin's largest groups of GOP voters.

But Democrats still have a much higher ceiling in Dane. The county is the fastest-growing in the state, thanks to expanding local health and tech sectors. Dane's population has grown by 50,000 since the 2020 census, the county's Democratic Party chair, Alexia Sabor, told me. "The new growth is more likely to be younger, more likely to be college-educated, and more likely to be at least middle-class," she said. "That all correlates with Democratic votership."

Strong turnout in Madison and Dane helped progressives flip a pivotal state Supreme Court seat in a special election last year. In August, Madison set a 40-year voting record for a summer primary, and Dane County cast more ballots than Milwaukee County, which has nearly double Dane's population. Enthusiasm has only increased in the months since. The state party asked the Dane Democrats to knock on 100,000 doors by November--a goal they achieved before the end of September. Sabor's office received so many emailed requests for lawn signs that she had to set up an auto-reply message.

A couple of hours before the Obama rally, which also featured Harris's running mate, Tim Walz, I met Sabor at a coffee shop across the street from an early-voting site in Madison. Neither of us could find parking, because so many people had showed up even before the polls opened. Sabor said she wouldn't be going to the rally. Her time was better spent elsewhere, she told me: "There are more doors to knock."



Chris Sinicki has a tougher job than Sabor. She's the Democratic chair in Milwaukee County, whose eponymous city has been losing population and where enthusiasm for Harris is a much larger concern than in Dane. In 2008, turnout among Black voters in Milwaukee helped propel Obama to the biggest presidential landslide in half a century in Wisconsin--he won the state by 14 points. Black turnout stayed high for his reelection in 2012 but has fallen off since.

Still, Sinicki was upbeat when we spoke--at least at first. The excitement among Democrats was "off the charts," she told me. "I am feeling really positive." But when I asked her why the Harris campaign had sent Obama and Walz to Madison rather than Milwaukee, her tone changed. "Madison doesn't need the GOTV stuff. They vote in high numbers," Sinicki said. "We need that type of muscle here in Milwaukee. We need big rallies."

She wasn't alone in questioning the decision. A few Democrats I met at the rally, although they were excited to see Obama, wondered why he was there. "It was an interesting political move," Dakota Hall, the Milwaukee-based executive director of the Alliance for Youth Action, a progressive political group, told me when we met in the city the next day. "I don't think we need Obama to go rally Madison as much as we needed him to rally Milwaukee voters."

The Harris campaign says it hasn't ruled out sending Obama to Milwaukee in the closing days of the race. It pointed to less notable surrogates who have campaigned for Harris in the city, including the actors Kerry Washington and Wendell Pierce, as well as Doc Rivers, the head coach of the Milwaukee Bucks. On Friday, however, the campaign announced that Harris would return to Wisconsin next week--for a rally in Madison.

Wisconsin Democrats remain bitter about 2016. Hillary Clinton spent crucial time in the final weeks campaigning in states she would go on to lose by several points--including Arizona, Ohio, and Iowa--and did not step foot in Wisconsin, which she lost to Trump by 22,000 votes. But they have no such complaints about Harris. The vice president has campaigned heavily across Wisconsin; earlier this month she visited the small cities of La Crosse and Green Bay. The night before Obama's Madison rally, she held a town hall with former Representative Liz Cheney in Waukesha, a GOP stronghold where Harris is hoping to win over Republicans who have turned away from Trump. Waukesha's Republican mayor endorsed the vice president a few days later.

"In Wisconsin, you only win with an all-of-the-above strategy," Ben Wikler, the state Democratic chair, told me in Madison. "We need every Democrat to turn out. We need nonvoters to vote for Harris-Walz, and we need to bring some Republicans."


Top left: Milwaukee Mayor Cavalier Johnson encourages residents to vote. Top right: Wisconsin's capitol building, in Madison. Bottom left: Signs at UW Madison direct students to an early-voting site. Bottom right: Barack Obama speaks in Madison on Tuesday. (Jim Vondruska for The Atlantic)



Read: Is Ben Wikler the most important Democrat in America?

Although Madison scored Obama, the Harris campaign is giving plenty of love to Milwaukee as well. The vice president held an 18,000-person rally in the city in August--at the same arena where Republicans had convened to nominate Trump a few weeks earlier--which until last week had been the largest of her campaign. She returned for a smaller event this month, and sent her husband, Doug Emhoff, to campaign in the city on Thursday.

"This is very different from 2016," Gwen Moore, Milwaukee's representative in Congress, told a small group of reporters near an early-voting site on Wednesday. "We're very happy."

Moore appeared alongside two other prominent Black Democrats--Milwaukee's mayor, Cavalier Johnson, and its county executive, David Crowley--who tailored their messages to citizens who might be disinclined to vote. "While you might not be into politics, politics is into you," Johnson said. "There are so many people who are counting Milwaukee out."

Hall, the progressive activist, credited the Harris campaign for paying attention to Milwaukee. But he worried that the vice president's truncated candidacy and the lack of a full Democratic primary campaign had left less engaged residents--especially younger Black and Latino men--unsure what she would do as president. "People need to hear more concrete details," he told me. "You have a candidate who, for the most part, is unknown to younger voters."

In Milwaukee, Harris's challenge is not only mobilizing Black people to turn out, but persuading them to vote for her. Polls across the country have shown Trump winning a higher share of Black voters than in the past, a trend that's concentrated among young men. With an eye on that constituency, Trump is planning a large rally in Milwaukee later this week. "I don't know that we realistically expect her to get more of the male vote" than Biden did, Moore told me. "There are Black people who are Republican, and we accept that, period." She said that the many negative ads Republicans are running against Harris have likely turned off a portion of Black men. "What's more likely is that they won't come out to vote at all," Moore said.

Behind Moore, dozens of voters--most of them Black--stood in a line that snaked outside the polling place for the second day in a row. The turnout delighted Democratic officials, and the bulk of the voters I interviewed said they were voting for Harris. But not all. Michael and Mark Ferguson, 44-year-old twin brothers, told me they had backed Biden four years ago but were firmly behind Trump this time.

Michael, a correctional officer, said his top issues were immigration and the economy. "I don't believe Kamala Harris is a strong leader," he told me. "She got every appointment handed to her. She didn't earn it." A president who's afraid to go on Fox News, Ferguson said, couldn't be trusted to deal with tough foreign leaders. I pointed out that Harris had recently sat for a Fox interview. "Yeah," he replied, "and she stunk it up."



To try to compensate for the defections of onetime Democrats like the Fergusons, the Harris campaign is looking to Dane County. In addition to the thousands of largely Democratic voters who have recently moved in, there are the nearly 40,000 undergraduates at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, who lean left and vote at much higher rates than the national average for college-age citizens, and at higher rates than their Big Ten (and swing-state) rivals in Michigan and Pennsylvania.

Read: 'Stop counting votes, or we're going to murder your children'

Thanks to Wisconsin's same-day voter registration, out-of-state students can easily cast ballots soon after they move to Madison. In a few small wards near campus in 2020, voter turnout exceeded 100 percent because more people voted than had previously been listed as registered. Many other precincts reported turnout exceeding 90 percent that year. (Officials in Madison and Dane report turnout as a percentage of registered voters, a smaller pool than the voting-age population used by political scientists; by either yardstick, turnout in the area greatly surpasses the national and state averages.)

A large contingent of UW Madison students attended the Obama rally. I met a group of three 20-year-olds who grew up in blue states but planned to cast their first votes--for Harris--in Wisconsin. Not all of their friends were doing the same. "Trump has a hold over our age group and demographic more than I expected," Owen Kolbrenner of California told me. Trump's unseriousness appealed to some guys they knew. "Some of our friends think the whole thing is a joke," Kolbrenner said. "It's kind of impossible to rationalize with them."

During his speech, Obama told the crowd, "I won't be offended if you just walk out right now. Go vote!" Nobody took him up on the offer, but after he left the stage, some attendees headed straight for an early-voting site on campus, where the line stretched through multiple rooms. Across Wisconsin that day, officials said high turnout strained the state's election system and caused slowdowns in printing ballot envelopes. In Madison, even more people voted the next day, and by midweek, the city had nearly matched the totals in Milwaukee, its much larger neighbor. At the university's student union, Khadija Sene, a lifelong Madison resident, was standing in line with her family, waiting to cast her first-ever ballot for Harris. She told me, "Everybody that I know is voting."
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Mitch McConnell's Worst Political Miscalculation

January 6 was a moment of clarity for the Republican Senate leader about the threat of Donald Trump. It didn't last.

by Michael Tackett




After the Capitol riot was finally contained on January 6, 2021, Mitch McConnell spoke from the Senate floor in unambiguous terms. The Senate, said the then-majority leader, would do its duty "by the book," and not be deterred by the violent mob's attempt at intimidation. McConnell said that the rioters had failed in their attempt to disrupt American democracy. The Senate affirmed Joe Biden's election, but the American catechism of a peaceful transfer of power had been sullied.

This was a moment of moral clarity for McConnell about the threat of Donald Trump, but not a lasting one. Rather, it was merely a prelude to the kind of contradiction that has marked his time as one of the nation's most powerful leaders.

McConnell made up his mind on Trump well before January 6. He and Trump had not spoken since a month after Election Day, when Trump yelled at McConnell for acknowledging the obvious, that Joe Biden had been fairly elected after the Electoral College vote. Trump's "postelection behavior was increasingly detached from reality," McConnell told me, "and it seems to me he made up this alternate universe of how things happened." Trump, he said, had engaged in a "fantasy" that he had somehow won, and had been listening to "clowns" who served as his private lawyers.

In an interview with an oral historian in late December 2020, he called Trump a "despicable human being" and said he was "stupid as well as being ill-tempered." Trump's behavior after the election, McConnell said, "only underscores the good judgment of the American people. They've just had enough of the misrepresentations, the outright lies almost on a daily basis, and they fired him. And for a narcissist like him, that's been really hard to take."

Jeffrey Goldberg: A study in Senate cowardice

January 6, McConnell told the historian the following week, was a "shocking occurrence and further evidence of Donald Trump's complete unfitness for office." Reflecting on the trauma of that day, McConnell said, "It's hard to imagine this happening in this country, such a stable democracy we've had for so long, to have not only the system attacked but the building itself attacked." He added later, "It was very disturbing." He was sickened by the damage done to the Capitol itself. "They broke windows," McConnell said. "They were narcissistic, just like Donald Trump, sitting in the vice president's chair taking pictures of themselves."


This article was adapted from Michael Tackett's new book, The Price of Power.



Calls quickly came to investigate the cause of the riot. Polls showed that a majority of Americans supported an inquiry. The House passed bipartisan legislation to create a commission modeled after the one that had examined the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, a body that would include an equal number of Democrats and Republicans. Thirty-five Republicans in the House joined Democrats to support the measure.

Then the legislation went to the Senate, and McConnell pivoted. Congressional committees, he said, were capable of conducting the investigation, and the commission was largely a Democratic ploy to "relitigate" that day and Trump's role in it. So on May 28, less than six months after his own life had been jeopardized during the riot, he blocked perhaps the nation's best chance at getting a full accounting of what had happened.

McConnell was well aware that he would be criticized, and, as at so many other times during his tenure in the Senate, he did not let that deter him from his larger goal. He had said a few weeks earlier that his focus was to thwart Biden's agenda "100 percent." McConnell's best shot at making good on that threat would be to regain just one seat in the Senate in the 2022 midterms, retaking the majority for Republicans and restoring him to the position he coveted.

Abandoning the commission could readily be seen as a craven concession to his party's right flank, but McConnell has an unsentimental view of tactics and strategies that do not lead to victories and majorities. McConnell blocked the inquiry by deploying the filibuster and requesting the support of some Republicans, such as Senator Rob Portman of Ohio, as a rare "personal favor" to him. McConnell was worried Trump would encourage more fringe candidates, the kind who had doomed Republican hopes in previous elections. If Trump were not a unifying force in the midterm elections, when the president's party typically suffers heavy losses, then Democrats would be in a position to defy history and keep power in Congress. So McConnell ignored the insults and chose what he saw as the surest path back to the majority.

More striking was how McConnell approached another potential remedy to deal with Trump: a second impeachment.

A week after the insurrection at the Capitol, McConnell noted in an oral-history interview that the House was likely to impeach Trump very soon. "Someone listening to this years from now might wonder what's the point; he's leaving office anyway on January 20," he said. "But apparently you can impeach somebody after they leave office, and if that happens, there's a second vote in the Senate, which only has to pass by a simple majority, that prevents that person from seeking office again. So he could not only be impeached, but also eliminated from the possibility of a comeback for this office. So it is significant." While not showing his hand, he was signaling an inclination.

McConnell said that voting in the Senate before Trump left office would be difficult. He talked with Biden about the challenge of getting his Cabinet in place if the Senate was caught up in an impeachment trial. The Senate also had time off scheduled. Still, it was at least theoretically possible to have it back in session to deal with impeachment.

"I'm not at all conflicted about whether what the president did is an impeachable offense. I think it is," McConnell said in the oral history. "Urging an insurrection, and people attacking the Capitol as a direct result ... is about as close to an impeachable offense as you can imagine, with the possible exception of maybe being an agent for another country." Even so, he was also convinced by legal opinions that the Senate could not impeach someone after they had left office. He was not yet certain how he would vote.

Democrats pushed to impeach Trump, and the House moved quickly to do so. Up until the day of the Senate vote, it was unclear which way McConnell would go. "I wish he would have voted to convict Donald Trump, and I think he was convinced that he was entirely guilty," Senator Mitt Romney told me, while adding that McConnell thought convicting someone no longer in office was a bad precedent. Romney said he viewed McConnell's political calculation as being "that Donald Trump was no longer going to be on the political stage ... that Donald Trump was finished politically."

George F. Will, the owlish, intellectual columnist who has been artfully arguing the conservative cause for half a century, has long been a friend and admirer of McConnell. They share a love of history, baseball, and the refracted glories of the eras of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. On February 21, 2021, Will sent an advance version of his column for The Washington Post to a select group of conservatives, a little-known practice of his. One avid reader and recipient was Senator Bill Cassidy, Republican of Louisiana, who read this column with particular interest. Will made the case that Republicans such as Cassidy, McConnell, and others should override the will of the "Lout Caucus," naming Lindsey Graham, Ted Cruz, Josh Hawley, Marco Rubio, and Ron Johnson among them.

"As this is written on Friday [Saturday], only the size of the see-no-evil Republican majority is in doubt." Will harbored no doubt. He abhorred Trump. He had hoped others would vote to convict, including his friend. The last sentence of his early release was bracketed by parentheses: "(Perhaps, however, a revival began on Saturday when the uncommon Mitch McConnell voted 'Aye.')" Will had either been given an indication of McConnell's vote or made a surmise based on their long association.

Cassidy told me he thought that meant McConnell had clued Will in on his vote, so he called Will on Saturday. Will told him that the column was premature, and he was filing a substitute.

His new column highlighted McConnell's decision to vote not guilty, saying that the time was "not quite ripe" for the party to try to rid itself of Trump. "No one's detestation of Trump matches the breadth and depth of McConnell," Will wrote in the published version. Nevertheless, "McConnell knows ... that the heavy lifting involved in shrinking Trump's influence must be done by politics." McConnell's eyes were on the 2022 midterm elections.

Will told me he did not recall writing the earlier version.

On the morning of the Senate vote on impeachment, there was still some thought among both Republicans and Democrats that McConnell might vote to convict Trump. The opening of his remarks certainly suggested as much.

"January 6 was a disgrace," McConnell began. "American citizens attacked their own government. They use terrorism to try to stop a specific piece of domestic business they did not like. Fellow Americans beat and bloodied our own police. They stormed the Senate floor. They tried to hunt down the speaker of the House. They built a gallows and chatted about murdering the vice president.

"They did this because they'd been fed wild falsehoods by the most powerful man on Earth because he was angry. He lost an election. Former President Trump's actions preceded the riot in a disgraceful dereliction of duty ... There's no question, none, that President Trump is practically and morally responsible for provoking the events of the day. No question about it."

Then-Representative Liz Cheney, who would lose her Republican primary the following year because of her criticisms of Trump, wrote in her memoir that she knew McConnell had, at one point, been firm in his view that Trump should be impeached, but she had grown concerned about his "resolve." When Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky made a motion that the trial was unconstitutional because Trump was no longer president, McConnell voted for it, a sign to Cheney that his position was shifting.

David A. Graham: Mitch McConnell surrenders to Trump

Her concerns were borne out: McConnell held a strong belief that Trump had committed an impeachable offense but made a political decision that overrode it.

McConnell thought that Cheney had made a mistake. "Where I differed with Liz is I didn't see how blowing yourself up and taking yourself off the playing field was helpful to getting the party back to where she and I probably both think it ought to be," McConnell told me. He later added, "I think her sort of self-sacrificial act maybe sells books, but it isn't going to have an impact changing the party. That's where we differed."

Cheney thought that it was McConnell who had abdicated his duty and responsibility to do more to rid the GOP of Trump. In a post on X, she said, "Mitch McConnell knows Trump provoked the violent attack on our Capitol ... He knows Trump refused for hours to tell his mob to leave ... He knows Trump committed a 'disgraceful dereliction of duty' ... Trump and his collaborators will be defeated, and history will remember the shame of people like @LeaderMcConnell who enabled them."

McConnell, in part to preserve his position with the Republican members and mindful of what had happened to senators such as Mitt Romney, who had become an outcast to many in his party for simply standing firm on principle, decided against voting to convict. He argued that the Constitution did not provide for such a penalty once a president had left office. There is ample debate about that point, but for McConnell, as usual, the political rationale was sufficient. Biden was among those who understood the politics. In an Oval Office interview, he told me, "I can understand the rationale--not agree with it--understand the rationale to say, 'If I don't do this, I may be gone.'"

McConnell's goal was to preserve a Senate majority. He wanted the energy of Trump's voters in Senate races, without the baggage of Trump. He gambled on his belief that Trump would fade from the political stage in the aftermath of the insurrection. Instead, Trump reemerged every bit as strong among core supporters. It was likely the worst political miscalculation of McConnell's career.



This article was adapted from Michael Tackett's new book, The Price of Power.
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Blue States Gave Trump and Vance an Opening

How housing scarcity fuels the illiberal right

by Jerusalem Demsas




Donald Trump and J. D. Vance have a story to sell you: Amid a scramble for housing in the United States, the real problem is the presence of immigrants.

Americans "cannot ignore the impact that the flood of 21 million illegal aliens has had on driving up housing costs," Trump argued at the Economic Club of New York's luncheon in September. Vance has made this argument even more fervently--on X, in recent interviews, and in other venues. During the vice-presidential debate, Vance declared that "25 million illegal aliens competing with Americans for scarce homes is one of the most significant drivers of home prices in the country," adding, "It's why we have massive increases in home prices that have happened right alongside massive increases in illegal-alien populations under Kamala Harris's leadership."

Key elements of this story are false. For one thing, the number of undocumented immigrants in the United States is likely about 11 million, less than half of Vance's estimate. Furthermore, when the economist Ernie Tedeschi compared places that experienced a surge in foreign-born populations with places that saw large increases in housing prices for native-born Americans, he couldn't even find a simple correlation. But Trump and Vance correctly understand one thing: Making the American public believe that immigrants are drawing down limited resources is an effective way of bringing out illiberal sentiments that could fuel the GOP ticket's victory.

Alex Trembath and Vijaya Ramachandran: The Malthusians are back

Let's get a couple of things out of the way right now: Housing is scarce in big, liberal, productive cities such as San Francisco and Boston, which have generated high-paying jobs but refused to build enough housing to accommodate all the new workers. And if 25 million people suddenly vanished from the United States, pressure on home prices and rents would abate somewhat, all things being equal.

But all things wouldn't be equal. The kinds of events that crush housing demand--such as collapsing birth rates, a massive recession that wipes out many workers' incomes, a virus that kills a tenth of the population, and, yes, the sudden expulsion of tens of millions of undocumented immigrants--tend to have traumatic consequences, economic and otherwise.

What makes arguments like Trump and Vance's seem plausible is a widespread failure to think in terms of systems. In reality, immigrants are not just consumers of housing; they're also consumers of various other products, stimulating demand for more jobs for all Americans. And, of course, immigrants are not only consumers but also producers who help build housing and contribute to technological innovation.

Yet the fear of fighting over a fixed pool of resources runs deep in human thinking. In 1798's An Essay on the Principle of Population, the English economist Thomas Malthus warned that population increases would impoverish everyone: "The food therefore which before supported seven millions must now be divided among seven millions and a half or eight millions. The poor consequently must live much worse, and many of them be reduced to severe distress."

The tendency to turn against outsiders in the face of critical shortages is not restricted to a basket of deplorables. It's in all of us. Most people see others as a threat to their resources, whether it's immigrants coming for your housing, yuppies pushing up rents, other students taking slots at all the good schools, or just more people on the road, adding to congestion.

A recent poll in Massachusetts--which in 2020 supported Joe Biden over Trump two to one--revealed that many people are convinced by Trump/Vance illiberalism. A plurality (47.2 percent) agreed with the statement "Migrants are taking up affordable housing that should go to Americans first." Trump's rhetorical skills aren't what's turning significant numbers of Massachusetts liberals against their own principles. They are witnessing scarcity conditions that have been perpetuated for decades by their state's Democratic policy makers.

The mismatch between job and housing creation across the wealthiest blue states caused prices to skyrocket, led some people to forgo good jobs because housing was too expensive, and strained entire communities, turning neighbor against neighbor. Unwittingly, liberals have seeded the conditions for illiberal politics to take root in some of the most progressive jurisdictions in the country.

There are fundamentally two ways to respond to scarcity. There is Malthusian thinking--a fierce defense of the existing resource pool, a politics that demands ever more scapegoats and leaves everyone poorer in the long run. Then there is liberalism, which demands a growing pie. It argues that we can make more: more housing, more schools, more good jobs, enough for everyone.

This wasn't always possible. Scarcity used to be the depressing fact of human existence. Malthus was looking back at an era of human history during which GDP per capita was extremely low and population growth meant strain on existing resources, eventually leading to population decline. It was a horrible, depressing cycle that pitted family against family, tribe against tribe. There really wasn't enough food to feed everyone, or enough energy to warm everyone. Rising populations meant new mouths to feed; new mouths to feed meant declining living standards for all.




But the Industrial Revolution changed all of that. In the late 17th and early 18th century, economies such as England's began to escape the Malthusian trap. A burst of productivity and economic growth outpaced the growth in new people. New people weren't just new mouths to feed; they were positive-sum additions to society. Even as the population grew exponentially, GDP per capita continued rising, lifting people out of poverty. People learned how to make more food with fewer resources (steam engines!), built structures that could house more people with less land (density!), and created technologies that could move lots of people around quickly (horse-drawn omnibuses on rails! cable cars! automobiles!). In a world of soaring economic growth, population growth no longer implied self-sacrifice. Welcoming newcomers with open arms no longer required a messianic level of magnanimity. A politics based on tolerating others, even celebrating others, became possible.

Read: A brief economic history of time

The political logic of tolerance works only once society is out of the scarcity trap. Anti-immigration hawks insist on zeroing in on increased short-term demand for housing because of immigration. They refuse to zoom out and see the whole picture: American economic growth is predicated on higher levels of immigration. According to the National Foundation for American Policy, "International migrants were the sole source of growth in the U.S. working-age population in 2021 and 2022 ... A shrinking working-age population can easily lead to economic stagnation or even falling standards for a nation." Fewer people mean less innovation, fewer goods and services produced, and higher prices and shortages. Yet liberals have forgotten the central importance of fighting against scarcity, and the logic of Malthusian thinking has crept back in.

In the world's wealthiest country, scarcity is now a choice. There are no technological barriers to building enough housing for all. We know how to build homes; we've done it before. But I fear liberals have forgotten that their desire for a more welcoming, inclusive world rests on society's ability to prove there is enough to go around. We cannot rely on altruism to redistribute resources to the most needy, to provide more for the poor, to pursue egalitarian principles. We live in a fallen world. People need more than abstract ideals; they need to feel secure.

Listen: Who's responsible for the housing crisis?

Tensions rose during the pandemic, as home-price growth shocked expensive suburbs and sleepy towns alike. Graffiti in Boise, Idaho, telling newcomers to "Go back to Cali" reflected the frustrated mood of longtime residents as big-pocketed Californians moved in. But scarcity doesn't just aggravate differences; it also creates them. When I report on homelessness, I hear people argue that unhoused residents are being bused in from out of state, a myth researchers have worked tirelessly to debunk--one comprehensive study showed that 90 percent of homeless people in California had lost their last housing in the Golden State. Most of the remaining 10 percent had been born there or had familial or employment ties to the state.

Rhetoric like Vance and Trump's tends to resonate with people who assume that they're the ones defending against interlopers--that the outsider will always be someone else. But history reminds us that stranger has never been a fixed concept. During the Great Depression, California passed an anti-migrant law targeted at Oklahomans and other Americans fleeing the Dust Bowl, making it a crime to "knowingly assist a pauper in entering the state." How confident are you that no economic or natural disaster will strike your community? No recession? No hurricanes? No wildfires? If you'd like to gamble on that, lead the way. But the best hedge against future catastrophes is investing in liberalism and growth today.

Still, it's not enough to simply expect better of people. Liberalism has to provide real, tangible proof that it can combat scarcity. Otherwise, people will do what's natural. They'll do what their ancestors did, and what Trump and Vance are enticing them to do: They'll turn against outsiders. And once they've run out of outsiders, they'll turn against one another.
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The Charisma-vs.-Charm Election

The sociologist Julia Sonnevend distinguishes between two kinds of performance that matter in public life.

by Conor Friedersdorf




To understand modern politics, including the Kamala Harris and Donald Trump campaigns, distinguishing between two qualities--charisma and charm--is vital. They are different kinds of political magnetism. And thanks to the sociologist Julia Sonnevend, I'll never conflate them again.

In her book Charm: How Magnetic Personalities Shape Global Politics, she defines charisma as the German sociologist Max Weber did--a quality by which an individual "is set apart from ordinary men." Possessing it does not make a leader morally better or worse. Think of Charles de Gaulle, Adolf Hitler, Winston Churchill--larger-than-life figures who communicated through exceptional rhetorical performances. Their charisma required distance from the audience.

Charm requires proximity. It is the "everyday magic spell politicians cast," Sonnevend writes. To succeed in today's media environment, "political leaders must appear as accessible, authentic, and relatable," she argues, catering to a desire for familiarity--not a faraway figure embodying the nation but a person with whom we'd like to grab a beer.

That doesn't mean charisma is a relic of the past. When Barack Obama gave formal orations in large stadiums where he stood in front of staged classical pillars, he was aiming for charismatic performances. But Obama was trying to charm us when he filled out NCAA brackets and shot hoops. Trump renting out Madison Square Garden this weekend appears to be an attempt at a charismatic event. But his preparation of fries at McDonald's was intended to charm.

Read: The power of oddball charm

"Charm is a defining feature of contemporary politics, not just in the United States but internationally," Sonnevend told me recently at an event in New York City hosted by the intellectual community Interintellect. "If you analyze politics without considering it, you are missing a core component," she insisted. "There's a stronger focus on personality than before. We have to understand how it operates."

To clarify how her ideas can help us understand the United States--and the distinct relationships that Trump, Harris, J. D. Vance, and Tim Walz have with charisma and charm--I visited Sonnevend at the New School, where she is an associate professor. What follows is a condensed, edited version of our conversation, where I learned that charm works partly because almost all of us want to be seduced.

Conor Friedersdorf: Trump always wears a suit and tie. He rose to fame as a billionaire CEO behind a boardroom table. He loves hosting huge rallies. Kamala Harris isn't as good at big arena speeches. She has tried to avoid traditional interviews. But people in small groups and more informal settings seem to find her likable and relatable.

Is Election 2024 charisma versus charm?

Julia Sonnevend: Harris in many ways is a great example for the charm category if you think of the dancing videos, the cooking videos. There was a viral tweet where someone suggested that instead of formal interviews, she should go on the Food [Network] and cook--all the people urging her: "Maybe you actually shouldn't do that traditional appearance." "Maybe these intimate settings offer a better chance for success." "Show the power of charm and the value of everyday interactions." Still, in debates, wearing formal dress and a flag pin, she is attempting charisma.

Trump is a more complex case. He has a strong charismatic component. If I think of the assassination attempt--how he realized, This is the moment in which I'm going to generate that iconic photograph with the raised fist. He had the composure to create that kind of moment, which is a more charismatic situation. You don't feel like you would do it. It is not ordinary.

Some of my students argue that Trump has no charming component. But when he is telling personal stories or saying "You guys are the same as me" in a Bronx barber shop or wearing the red baseball cap--you know, that's not a regular kind of accessory with the super-formal business suits--then there are elements that are forms of charm. Most politicians try a mix of charisma and charm, even if they lean closer to one or the other.

Friedersdorf: Why do voters care about charm more than they once did?

Sonnevend: One reason is the changing media environment. It has become increasingly possible to give almost continuous access to politicians--or that's the illusion. Think of our phones, these totemic objects we all carry--the intimacy of sitting in bed with the screen close to your face, watching a politician record a video or a livestream of themselves with their own phone. That's different from sitting in the living room, watching a TV set where a leader is on a stage.

In everyday life, there are so many moments when we are not fully ourselves, when we feel awkward during a meeting or an interview or a date. Yet in our politics, we want a steady performance of authenticity from leaders, without it being too polished or fine-tuned a performance. We know that attempts at charm are highly constructed. But if it works, you don't feel like it's a performance. Everyday settings become normal sites of politics, like Jacinda Ardern, then-prime minister of New Zealand, at home in a gray hoodie, recording a video announcing, I just had a conversation with President-elect Joe Biden.
 Friedersdorf: What about when attempts at charm fail?

Sonnevend: The chance of failure rises with every attempt. And the feeling the audience has when it fails is often cringe. The fine line between successful performances of charm and cringe is interesting. These attempts at proximity aim to make you feel, Okay, that's actually him; he's authentic; I've gotten to know him. But in some cases you feel that there's an attempt to deceive or manipulate, or that the person shares too much. Charming people excel at making you feel you've gotten to know them while maintaining boundaries and avoiding cringe.

Read: Trump is speaking like Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini 

Friedersdorf: So an example of cringe would be that J. D. Vance trip to the doughnut shop, where his interactions with staff seemed awkward and stilted rather than natural?

Sonnevend: Yes. Vance is not charming. He is better in the charismatic setting of the formal debate. Tim Walz is the opposite. He is better at charm.

Friedersdorf: As a young woman, my grandmother would go to movie premieres in Hollywood to see 1950s movie stars on the red carpet. In her older years, she would scoff dismissively at shows like Access Hollywood and tell me, "I feel sorry for your generation. The stars don't shine anymore." She felt, to borrow Us Weekly's tagline, that the stars were "just like us," and that was a bad thing. In catering to our desire for exposure, do politicians lose something, and that fuels our contempt for them?

Sonnevend: There is a sort of magic that we are losing. If you introduce viewers to your private life, you lose the magic of distance that is core to charisma, this stardust you can never touch. There is a difference between being a godlike character and the illusion of a guy you can have a beer with. The sheer amount of access makes it less exciting. Think about the Royal Family and how difficult it becomes to have all these fans who start to know too much, then the inevitable controversy about what people think of those particular details.

Still, you get another form of magic with charm.

Friedersdorf: What's an example of someone who lost a bit of the magic that comes from distance while gaining a bit of the personal magnetism that comes from familiarity?

Sonnevend: I saw Princess Diana as a kind of icon when I was growing up in Communist Hungary, with barely any commercial products available. She was, to me, the first example ... of this distant character who was magical, a princess.

But what I remember discussing with my mother for hours and hours were Princess Diana's marital troubles and how to solve them. I had access to this very mundane form of unhappiness that she displayed in maybe a performative way. We felt we knew her deep-rooted unhappiness and her marriage despite living in circumstances so different from hers.

Friedersdorf: Perhaps there is no stable sweet spot. As humans, do we always crave more intimacy when confronted with mystery, and more mystery when confronted with intimacy?

Sonnevend: We may see cyclical processes in politics where a country has a charming, charismatic leader for a while until they get fed up, want change, and choose a more bureaucratic process for a while.

Sometimes we are deceived by charming people--abusers, fraudsters, charming psychopaths, sociopaths. A long list of people have this quality, and authoritarian leaders can have it. So I'm not saying celebrate every aspect of it. There is a dark side to charm.

At the same time, I think we all want to be seduced. Charm is enormously important in everyday life, whether we accept it or not. It matters very much whether your kid has a charming teacher. It matters to the New School that we have a charming president. It matters in fundraising but also in the everyday mood and feel of the university, because charming people shape organizations. Charm is not in itself good or bad. And I really try to go against what I see as the hypocrisy of saying I don't want to have anything to do with seduction.

Read: Trump has turned over a new leaf

Friedersdorf: So you would say that, even in politics, charm's importance is less a choice than a fact to deal with?

Sonnevend: I think we are trained, particularly on the left, to be critical of performance. And I feel we should be more honest in acknowledging that performance is crucial to politics. It doesn't mean it's the only factor--that policy or other factors don't matter. But it is a defining feature.

You have fragmented, disillusioned audiences that are bored by politics and often don't even follow it, because we think it's too much. If you have a charming character who can bring a bit of seduction and magic to our lives, that can reinvigorate and energize politics. And there is a risk and that dark side to charm. I don't think we should adopt an easy answer, that charm is a magical process we all need or a disaster to fear. We should recognize its presence in social life and reflect on it as it arises, trying our best to understand it.
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Trump Is Being Very Honest About One Thing

<span>Of course he will fire the special prosecutor investigating him if he's reelected.</span>

by David A. Graham




In the early 17th century, the English jurist Edward Coke laid out a fundamental principle of any constitutional order: No man can be the judge in his own case. Donald Trump thinks he has found a work-around.

The Republican presidential candidate yesterday confirmed what many observers have long expected: If he is elected president in two weeks, he will fire Jack Smith, the Justice Department special counsel investigating him, right away. No man can be his own judge--but if he can dismiss the prosecutors, he doesn't need to be.

"So you're going to have a very tough choice the day after you take the oath of office, or maybe even the day that you take the oath of office," the conservative radio host Hugh Hewitt, a Trump critic turned toady, asked him. "You're either going to have to pardon yourself, or you're going to have to fire Jack Smith. Which one will you do?"

"It's so easy. I would fire him within two seconds," Trump said. "He'll be one of the first things addressed."

David A. Graham: The cases against Trump: a guide

Smith has charged Trump with felonies in two cases: one related to attempts to subvert the 2020 election, and the other related to his hoarding of classified documents at Mar-a-Lago.

Although Trump claims to have many substantive policy goals for his second term, his comments about firing Smith reveal where his true priorities lie. Trump frequently dissembles, but this is a case of him speaking quite plainly about what he will do if he is elected. One major theme of his campaign has been the need to rescue himself from criminal accountability (or, in his view, persecution). Another has been the promise to exact retribution against his adversaries. Sacking Smith would serve both objectives. In another interview yesterday, Trump said that Smith "should be thrown out of the country."

The scholarly consensus is that Trump has the legal right to fire Smith, and also that such a firing would be a deeply disturbing violation of the traditional semi-independence of the Justice Department. It would also be a scandalous affront to the idea that no citizen, including the president, is above the law. Even if it could be proved that Trump fired Smith with the express purpose of covering up his own crimes, Trump would almost certainly face no immediate repercussions. The Supreme Court this summer ruled that a president has criminal immunity for any official act, and firing Smith would surely qualify.

Quinta Jurecic: The Supreme Court's effort to save Trump is already working

During the radio interview, Hewitt warned that removing Smith could get Trump impeached. It's possible. Control of the House is up for grabs in November, and the Democrats might be slight favorites to prevail. But Trump's first two impeachments made perfectly clear that Senate Republicans, whose votes would be required to convict, have no interest in constraining him. Some of them have already taken the public stance that the prosecutions against Trump are improper--even though no one questions that Trump took classified documents to Mar-a-Lago after he left office, no one has made a coherent defense that he had a right to possess them, and the details of Trump's election subversion are well known and unchallenged.

These facts will be irrelevant if Trump can simply fire Smith. That's the power he's asking voters to grant him.
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Trump: <<<Necesito el tipo de generales que tuvo Hitler>>>

La obsesion del candidato republicano con los dictadores y su desden hacia los militares estadounidenses son cada vez mayores.

by Jeffrey Goldberg




Read this article in English.

Para apoyar el periodismo de The Atlantic, suscribete hoy mismo.



En abril de 2020, Vanessa Guillen, una soldado rasa del ejercito de 20 anos, fue apaleada hasta la muerte por un companero en Fort Hood, en Texas. El asesino, ayudado por su novia, quemo el cuerpo de Guillen. Los restos de Guillen fueron descubiertos dos meses despues, enterrados en la orilla de un rio cercano a la base, tras una busqueda masiva.

Guillen, hija de inmigrantes mexicanos, crecio en Houston, y su asesinato provoco indignacion en todo Texas y mas alla. Fort Hood se habia dado a conocer como un destino especialmente peligroso para las mujeres soldados, y los miembros del Congreso se sumaron a la causa de la reforma. Poco despues de que se descubrieran sus restos, el propio presidente Donald Trump invito a la familia Guillen a la Casa Blanca. Con la madre de Guillen sentada a su lado, Trump paso 25 minutos con la familia mientras las camaras de television grababan la escena.

En el encuentro, Trump mantuvo una postura digna y expreso sus condolencias a la madre de Guillen. <<<He visto lo que le ha pasado a tu hija Vanessa, que era una persona espectacular, y respetada y querida por todo el mundo, incluso en el ejercito>>>, dijo Trump. Mas adelante en la conversacion, hizo una promesa: <<<Si puedo ayudarte con el funeral, te ayudare, te ayudare con eso>>>, dijo. <<<Te ayudare. Te ayudare economicamente>>>.

Natalie Khawam, la abogada de la familia, respondio: <<<Creo que los militares se encargaran de pagarlo>>>. Trump respondio: <<<Bien. Lo haran los militares. Muy bien. Si necesitan ayuda, les ayudare>>>. Mas tarde, un reportero que asistio la reunion le pregunto a Trump: <<<?Se ha ofrecido a hacer eso por otras familias antes?>>>. Trump respondio: <<<Lo he hecho. Lo he hecho. Personalmente. Tengo que hacerlo personalmente. No puedo hacerlo a traves del gobierno>>>. El reportero pregunto entonces: <<<?Asi que ha escrito cheques para ayudar a otras familias antes de esto?>>>. Trump se volteo hacia la familia, todavia presente, y dijo: <<<Lo he hecho, lo he hecho, porque algunas familias necesitan ayuda ... Tal vez ustedes no necesitan ayuda, desde un punto de vista financiero. No tengo ni idea de lo que... simplemente creo que lo que ha pasado es algo horrible. Y si necesitan ayuda, yo estare ahi para ayudarles>>>.

Dos semanas despues de la reunion en la Casa Blanca se celebro un funeral publico en Houston. Le siguio un funeral privado y un entierro en un cementerio local, al que asistieron, entre otros, el alcalde de Houston y el jefe de policia de la ciudad. Se cerraron las autopistas y los dolientes llenaron las calles.

Cinco meses despues, el secretario del ejercito, Ryan McCarthy, anuncio los resultados de una investigacion. McCarthy cito numerosos <<<fallos de liderazgo>>> en Fort Hood y relevo o suspendio a varios oficiales, incluyendo al comandante general de la base. En una rueda de prensa, McCarthy dijo que el asesinato <<<sacudio nuestra conciencia>>> y <<<nos obligo a echar un vistazo critico a nuestros sistemas, nuestras politicas y a nosotros mismos>>>.

Segun una persona cercana a Trump en ese momento, el presidente se agito por los comentarios de McCarthy y planteo preguntas sobre la severidad de los castigos dispensados a los oficiales superiores y suboficiales.

En una reunion en el Despacho Oval el 4 de diciembre de 2020, los funcionarios se reunieron para discutir un asunto distinto de seguridad nacional. Hacia el final de la discusion, Trump pidio una actualizacion sobre la investigacion McCarthy. Christopher Miller, el secretario de defensa interino (Trump habia despedido a su predecesor, Mark Esper, tres semanas antes, escribiendo en un tuit: <<<Mark Esper ha sido despedido), estaba presente, junto con el jefe de gabinete de Miller, Kash Patel. En un momento dado, segun dos personas presentes en la reunion, Trump pregunto: <<<?Nos han facturado el funeral? ?Cuanto costo?>>>.

Segun los asistentes y las notas contemporaneas de la reunion tomadas por uno de los participantes, un ayudante respondio: Si, recibimos una factura; el funeral costo 60.000 dolares.

Trump se enfado. <<<!No cuesta 60.000 dolares enterrar a una puta mexicana!>>>. Se volvio hacia su jefe de gabinete, Mark Meadows, y emitio una orden: <<<!No lo pagues!>>>. Mas tarde, ese mismo dia, seguia agitado. <<<?Lo puedes creer?>>>, dijo, segun un testigo. <<<Maldita gente, intentando estafarme>>>.

Khawam, la abogada de la familia, me dijo que envio la factura a la Casa Blanca, pero que la familia nunca recibio dinero de Trump. Algunos de los costos, dijo Khawam, fueron cubiertos por el ejercito (que se ofrecio, dijo, a permitir que Guillen fuera enterrada en el Cementerio Nacional de Arlington) y otros fueron cubiertos por donaciones. Finalmente, Guillen fue enterrada en Houston.

Poco despues de enviar por correo electronico una serie de preguntas a un portavoz de Trump, Alex Pfeiffer, recibi un correo electronico de Khawam, quien me pidio que publicara una declaracion de Mayra Guillen, la hermana de Vanessa. Pfeiffer luego me envio por correo electronico la misma declaracion. <<<Estoy mas que agradecida por todo el apoyo que el presidente Donald Trump mostro a nuestra familia durante un momento dificil>>>, dice la declaracion. <<<Fui testigo de primera mano de como el presidente Trump honra el servicio de los heroes de nuestra nacion. Estamos agradecidos por todo lo que ha hecho y sigue haciendo para apoyar a nuestras tropas>>>.

Pfeiffer me dijo que el no escribio esa declaracion, y me envio por correo electronico una serie de negaciones. En cuanto al comentario de Trump de <<<puta mexicana>>>, Pfeiffer escribio: <<<El presidente Donald Trump nunca dijo eso. Es una mentira escandalosa de The Atlantic dos semanas antes de las elecciones>>>. Aporto declaraciones de Patel y de un portavoz de Meadows, que negaron haber oido a Trump hacer la declaracion. A traves de Pfeiffer, el portavoz de Meadows tambien nego que Trump hubiera ordenado a Meadows que no pagara el funeral.

La declaracion de Patel que me envio Pfeiffer decia: <<<Como alguien que estuvo presente en la sala con el presidente Trump, insto energicamente a que la afligida familia de Vanessa Guillen no tuviera que asumir el costo de los arreglos funerarios, incluso ofreciendose a pagar personalmente para honrar su vida y sacrificio>>>. Ademas, el presidente Trump consiguio que el Departamento de Defensa designara su muerte como ocurrida <<<en acto de servicio>>>, lo que le otorgo todos los honores militares y proporciono a su familia acceso a prestaciones, servicios y asistencia financiera completa>>>.

Las cualidades personales mostradas por Trump en su reaccion al costo del funeral de Guillen --desprecio, rabia, parsimonia, racismo-- no sorprendieron a su circulo intimo. Trump ha expresado con frecuencia su desprecio por quienes sirven en el ejercito y por su devocion al deber, el honor y el sacrificio. Antiguos generales que han trabajado para Trump afirman que la unica virtud militar que valora es la obediencia. A medida que su presidencia se acercaba a su fin, y en los anos posteriores, se ha ido interesando cada vez mas en las ventajas de la dictadura y en el control absoluto sobre el ejercito que cree que proporcionaria. <<<Necesito el tipo de generales que tuvo Hitler>>>, dijo Trump en una conversacion privada en la Casa Blanca, segun dos personas que le oyeron decir esto. <<<Gente que le fuera totalmente leal, que siga ordenes>>>. (<<<Esto es absolutamente falso>>>, escribio Pfeiffer en un correo electronico. <<<El presidente Trump nunca dijo esto>>>).

El deseo de obligar a los lideres militares estadounidenses a obedecerle a el y no a la Constitucion es uno de los temas constantes del discurso de Trump relacionado con el ejercito. Antiguos oficiales tambien han citado otros temas recurrentes: su denigracion del servicio militar, su ignorancia de las disposiciones del Codigo Uniforme de Justicia Militar, su admiracion por la brutalidad y las normas antidemocraticas de comportamiento, y su desprecio por los veteranos heridos y por los soldados caidos en combate.

El general retirado Barry McCaffrey, un condecorado veterano de Vietnam, me dijo que Trump no comprende virtudes militares tan tradicionales como el honor y la abnegacion. <<<El ejercito es un pais extranjero para el. No entiende las costumbres ni los codigos>>>, dijo McCaffrey. <<<No penetra. Empieza por el hecho de que le parece una tonteria hacer algo que no le beneficie directamente a el mismo>>>.

Llevo casi una decada interesandome por la comprension de Trump de los asuntos militares. Al principio, fue la disonancia cognitiva lo que me atrajo al tema: segun mi comprension previa de la fisica politica estadounidense, el menosprecio de Trump hacia el ejercito, y en particular su critica obsesiva del historial belico del difunto senador John McCain, deberia haber alienado profundamente a los votantes republicanos, si no a los estadounidenses en general. Y en parte mi interes surgio de la absoluta novedad del pensamiento de Trump. Este pais nunca habia visto, que yo sepa, una figura politica nacional que insultara a los veteranos, a los guerreros heridos y a los caidos con regularidad metronomica.

Hoy --dos semanas antes de unas elecciones en las que Trump podria volver a la Casa Blanca-- lo que mas me interesa es su evidente deseo de ejercer el poder militar, y el poder sobre los militares, a la manera de Hitler y otros dictadores.

El enfoque singularmente corrosivo de Trump hacia la tradicion militar se puso de manifiesto en agosto, cuando describio la Medalla de Honor, el maximo galardon nacional al heroismo y la abnegacion en combate, como inferior a la Medalla de la Libertad, que se concede a civiles por logros profesionales. Durante un discurso de campana, describio a los galardonados con la Medalla de Honor como <<<o en muy mal estado porque han sido alcanzados muchas veces por las balas o estan muertos>>>, lo que llevo a los Veteranos de Guerras Extranjeras a emitir una condena: <<<Estos comentarios necios no solo disminuyen el significado de la mas alta condecoracion al valor de nuestra nacion, sino que tambien caracterizan burdamente los sacrificios de aquellos que han arriesgado sus vidas por encima y mas alla de la llamada del deber>>>. Mas tarde, en agosto, Trump causo controversia al violar las normas federales que prohiben la politizacion de los cementerios militares, tras una visita de campana a Arlington en la que hizo un gesto sonriente con el pulgar hacia arriba mientras estaba de pie detras de las lapidas de los soldados estadounidenses caidos.

Sus comentarios sobre la Medalla de Honor no tienen nada que ver con su deseo expreso de recibir un Corazon Purpura sin haber sido herido. Tambien ha equiparado el exito empresarial al heroismo en el campo de batalla. En el verano de 2016, Khizr Khan, padre de un capitan del ejercito de 27 anos que habia muerto en Irak, dijo en la Convencion Nacional Democrata que Trump no habia <<<sacrificado nada>>>. En respuesta, Trump menosprecio a la familia Khan y dijo: <<<Creo que he hecho muchos sacrificios. Trabajo muy, muy duro. He creado miles y miles de empleos, decenas de miles de empleos, he construido grandes estructuras>>>.

Un antiguo secretario del gabinete de la administracion Trump me hablo de una conversacion que habia mantenido con Trump durante su mandato sobre la guerra de Vietnam. Trump se libro de la conscripcion alegando que tenia espolones oseos en los pies. (<<<Tuve un medico que me dio una carta --una carta muy fuerte en los talones>>>, dijo Trump a The New York Times en 2016). Una vez, cuando surgio en la conversacion el tema de los veteranos de Vietnam que envejecen, Trump ofrecio esta observacion al funcionario del gabinete: <<<Vietnam habria sido una perdida de tiempo para mi. Solo los tontos fueron a Vietnam>>>.

En 1997, Trump dijo al locutor de radio Howard Stern que evitar las enfermedades de transmision sexual era <<<mi Vietnam personal. Me siento como un gran y muy valiente soldado>>>. No ha sido la unica vez que Trump ha comparado sus hazanas sexuales y sus desafios politicos con el servicio militar. El ano pasado, en un discurso ante un grupo de republicanos de Nueva York, mientras hablaba de las consecuencias de la publicacion de la cinta Access Hollywood, dijo: <<<Subi al escenario (del debate) unos dias despues y un general, que es un general fantastico, me dijo: 'Senor, he estado en el campo de batalla. Han caido hombres a mi izquierda y a mi derecha. Estuve en colinas donde murieron soldados. Pero creo que lo mas valiente que he visto fue la noche en que usted subio a ese escenario con Hillary Clinton despues de lo ocurrido'>>>. Pedi a los responsables de la campana de Trump que facilitaran el nombre del general que supuestamente dijo esto. Pfeiffer, el portavoz de la campana, dijo: <<<Es una historia real y no hay ninguna buena razon para dar el nombre de un hombre honorable a The Atlantic para poder desprestigiarlo>>>.

En su libro The Divider: Trump en la Casa Blanca, Peter Baker y Susan Glasser informaron de que Trump le pregunto a John Kelly, su jefe de gabinete en ese momento: <<<?Por que no puedes ser como los generales alemanes?>>>. Trump, en varios momentos, se habia sentido frustrado con oficiales militares que consideraba desleales y desobedientes. (A lo largo de su presidencia, Trump se refirio a los oficiales de bandera como <<<mis generales>>>). Segun Baker y Glasser, Kelly explico a Trump que los generales alemanes <<<intentaron matar a Hitler tres veces y casi lo consiguieron>>>. Esta correccion no movio a Trump a reconsiderar su opinion: <<<No, no, no, fueron totalmente leales a el>>>, respondio el presidente.

Esta semana, le pregunte a Kelly sobre su intercambio. Me dijo que cuando Trump saco el tema de los <<<generales alemanes>>>, Kelly respondio preguntando: <<<'?Te refieres a los generales de Bismarck?'>>>. Continuo: <<<Quiero decir, yo sabia que el no sabia quien era Bismarck, o sobre la Guerra Franco-Prusiana. Le dije: '?Te refieres a los generales del Kaiser? ?No te referiras a los generales de Hitler?' Y el respondio: 'Si, si, los generales de Hitler'. Le explique que Rommel tuvo que suicidarse tras participar en un complot contra Hitler>>>. Kelly me dijo que Trump no conocia a Rommel.

Baker y Glasser tambien informaron de que Mark Milley, ex jefe del Estado Mayor Conjunto, temia que el hecho de que Trump <<<abrazara la gran mentira sobre las elecciones 'como Hitler' llevara al presidente a buscar un 'momento Reichstag'>>>.

Kelly --un general retirado de los Marines que, de joven, se habia presentado voluntario para servir en Vietnam a pesar de padecer en realidad espolones oseos-- dijo en una entrevista para el libro del periodista de CNN Jim Sciutto, The Return of Great Powers, que Trump elogio aspectos del liderazgo de Hitler. <<<Me dijo: 'Bueno, pero Hitler hizo algunas cosas buenas'>>>, recordo Kelly. <<<Le dije: 'Bueno, ?que?'. Y el respondio: 'Bueno, (Hitler) reconstruyo la economia'. Pero, ?que hizo con esa economia reconstruida? La volvio contra su propio pueblo y contra el mundo>>>. Kelly amonesto a Trump: <<<Le dije: 'Senor, nunca podra decir nada bueno de ese tipo. Nada'>>>.

No fue la unica vez que Kelly se sintio obligado a instruir a Trump sobre historia militar. En 2018, Trump le pidio a Kelly que le explicara quienes eran <<<los buenos>>> en la Primera Guerra Mundial. Kelly respondio explicandole una sencilla regla: Los presidentes deben, por una cuestion de politica, recordar que los <<<buenos>>> en cualquier conflicto son los paises aliados de los Estados Unidos. A pesar de la falta de conocimiento historico de Trump, ha sido grabado diciendo que sabia mas que sus generales sobre la guerra. Dijo a 60 Minutes en 2018 que sabia mas sobre la OTAN que James Mattis, su secretario de defensa en ese momento, un general retirado de cuatro estrellas de los Marines que habia servido como funcionario de la OTAN. Trump tambien dijo, en otra ocasion, que era el, y no Mattis, quien habia <<<capturado>>> al Estado Islamico.

Como presidente, Trump demostro una sensibilidad extrema ante las criticas de los oficiales de bandera retirados; en un momento dado, propuso volver a llamar al servicio activo al almirante William McRaven y al general Stanley McChrystal, dos lideres de Operaciones Especiales de gran prestigio que se habian vuelto criticos de Trump, para que fueran sometidos a un consejo de guerra. Esper, que entonces era secretario de defensa, escribio en sus memorias que el y Milley convencieron a Trump de que no siguiera adelante con el plan. (Preguntado por las criticas de McRaven, que superviso la incursion que acabo con la vida de Osama bin Laden, Trump respondio llamandole <<<partidario de Hillary Clinton y de Obama>>> y dijo: <<<?No habria estado bien que hubieramos atrapado a Osama bin Laden mucho antes?>>>).

Trump ha respondido con incredulidad cuando se le ha dicho que los militares estadounidenses prestan juramento a la Constitucion, no al presidente. Segun el reciente libro del periodista del New York Times Michael S. Schmidt, Donald Trump v. the United States, Trump le pregunto a Kelly: <<<?De verdad cree que no me es leal?>>>. Kelly respondio: <<<Ciertamente soy parte de la administracion, pero mi lealtad ultima es al estado de derecho>>>. Trump tambien floto publicamente la idea de <<<la terminacion de todas las normas, reglamentos y articulos, incluso los que se encuentran en la Constitucion>>>, como parte del esfuerzo para anular las elecciones presidenciales de 2020 y mantenerse en el poder.

En distintas ocasiones en 2020, Trump mantuvo conversaciones privadas en la Casa Blanca con funcionarios de seguridad nacional sobre las protestas de George Floyd. <<<Los generales chinos sabrian que hacer>>>, dijo, segun exfuncionarios que me describieron las conversaciones, refiriendose a los lideres del Ejercito Popular de Liberacion, que llevo a cabo la masacre de la Plaza de Tiananmen en 1989. (Pfeiffer nego que Trump dijera esto). El deseo de Trump de desplegar tropas estadounidenses contra ciudadanos estadounidenses esta bien documentado. Durante el angustioso periodo de agitacion social que siguio a la muerte de Floyd, Trump pregunto a Milley y a Esper, graduado en West Point y exoficial de infanteria, si el ejercito podia disparar a los manifestantes. <<<Trump parecia incapaz de pensar con claridad y serenidad>>>, escribio Esper en sus memorias. <<<Las protestas y la violencia le tenian tan enfurecido que estaba dispuesto a enviar fuerzas en servicio activo para acabar con los manifestantes. Peor aun, sugirio que les dispararamos. Me pregunte por su sentido de la historia, del decoro y de su juramento a la Constitucion>>>. Esper dijo a la National Public Radio en 2022: <<<Llegamos a ese punto en la conversacion en el que miro francamente al general Milley, y dijo: '?No puedes dispararles, dispararles en las piernas o algo asi?'>>>. Cuando los oficiales de defensa argumentaron en contra del deseo de Trump, el presidente grito, segun los testigos: <<<!Son unos putos perdedores!>>>.

Trump ha expresado a menudo su estima por el tipo de poder que ejercen autocratas como el lider chino Xi Jinping; es bien conocida su admiracion, incluso envidia, por Vladimir Putin. En los ultimos dias, ha senalado que, si gana la reeleccion en noviembre, le gustaria gobernar a la manera de estos dictadores --ha dicho explicitamente que le gustaria ser dictador por un dia en su primer dia de vuelta a la Casa Blanca-- y ha amenazado, entre otras cosas, con desatar al ejercito contra los <<<lunaticos de la izquierda radical>>>. (Uno de sus cuatro exasesores de seguridad nacional, John Bolton, escribio en sus memorias: <<<Esta renido entre Putin y Xi Jinping quien estaria mas contento de ver a Trump de nuevo en el cargo>>>).

Los lideres militares han condenado a Trump por poseer tendencias autocraticas. En su ceremonia de jubilacion el ano pasado, Milley dijo: <<<No prestamos juramento a un rey, ni a una reina, ni a un tirano o dictador, y no prestamos juramento a un aspirante a dictador... Prestamos juramento a la Constitucion, y prestamos juramento a la idea que es los Estados Unidos, y estamos dispuestos a morir para protegerla>>>. En los ultimos anos, Milley ha dicho en privado a varios interlocutores que creia que Trump era un fascista. Muchos otros lideres tambien se han escandalizado por el deseo de venganza de Trump contra sus criticos internos. En el momento algido de las protestas contra Floyd, Mattis escribio: <<<Cuando me aliste en el ejercito, hace unos 50 anos, jure apoyar y defender la Constitucion. Nunca sone que a las tropas que prestaran ese mismo juramento se les ordenaria, bajo ninguna circunstancia, violar los derechos constitucionales de sus conciudadanos>>>.

La frustracion de Trump con los lideres militares estadounidenses le llevo a menospreciarlos con regularidad. En su libro A Very Stable Genius, Carol Leonnig y Philip Rucker, ambos de The Washington Post, relataron que en 2017, durante una reunion en el Pentagono, Trump grito a un grupo de generales: <<<Yo no iria a la guerra con ustedes. Son un grupo de imbeciles y bebes>>>. Y en su libro Rage, Bob Woodward relato que Trump se quejo de que <<<mis putos generales son un monton de cobardes. Se preocupan mas por sus alianzas que por los acuerdos comerciales>>>.

El desden de Trump por los oficiales militares estadounidenses esta motivado en parte por su disposicion a aceptar sueldos bajos. En una ocasion, tras una sesion informativa en la Casa Blanca ofrecida por el entonces jefe del Estado Mayor Conjunto, el general Joseph Dunford, Trump dijo a sus ayudantes: <<<Ese tipo es inteligente. ?Por que se alisto en el ejercito?>>>. (En otra ocasion, John Kelly pidio a Trump que adivinara el sueldo anual de Dunford. La respuesta del presidente: 5 millones de dolares. El sueldo real de Dunford era de menos de 200.000 dolares).

Trump ha expresado a menudo su amor por los adornos del poder marcial, exigiendo a sus ayudantes que organicen el tipo de desfiles cargados de armaduras ajenos a la tradicion estadounidense. Tanto los ayudantes civiles como los generales se opusieron. En una ocasion, el general de las Fuerzas Aereas, Paul Selva, entonces vicepresidente del Estado Mayor Conjunto, dijo al presidente que el se habia criado en parte en Portugal, que, segun explico, <<<era una dictadura, y los desfiles consistian en mostrar a la gente quien tenia las armas. En los Estados Unidos no hacemos eso. No es lo que somos>>>.

Para los republicanos en 2012, fue John McCain quien sirvio de modelo de <<<quienes somos>>>. Pero en 2015, el partido habia cambiado. En julio de ese ano, Trump, entonces uno de los varios candidatos a la nominacion presidencial republicana, hizo una declaracion que deberia haber puesto fin a su campana. En un foro para conservadores cristianos en Iowa, Trump dijo de McCain: <<<No es un heroe de guerra. Es un heroe de guerra porque fue capturado. Me gusta la gente que no fue capturada>>>.

Fue una declaracion sorprendente, y una introduccion al gran publico de la vision singularmente corrosiva de Trump sobre McCain, y de su aberrante comprension de la naturaleza del heroismo militar estadounidense. No era la primera vez que Trump insultaba el historial belico de McCain. Ya en 1999 insultaba a McCain. En una entrevista con Dan Rather ese ano, Trump pregunto: <<<?Ser capturado te convierte en un heroe? No lo se. No estoy seguro>>>. (Una breve introduccion: McCain, que habia volado en 22 misiones de combate antes de ser derribado sobre Hanoi, fue torturado casi continuamente por sus captores comunistas, y rechazo repetidas ofertas de ser liberado anticipadamente, insistiendo en que los prisioneros fueran liberados en el orden en que habian sido capturados. McCain sufrio fisicamente sus heridas hasta su muerte, en 2018). Los partidarios de McCain creen, con justificacion, que la aversion de Trump fue provocada en parte por la capacidad de McCain para ver a traves de Trump. <<<John no le respetaba, y Trump lo sabia>>>, me dijo Mark Salter, ayudante y coautor de McCain durante muchos anos. <<<John McCain tenia un codigo. Trump solo tiene agravios, impulsos y apetitos. En lo mas profundo de su alma de hombre-nino, sabia que McCain y sus logros le hacian parecer un bobo>>>.

Trump, dicen quienes han trabajado para el, es incapaz de entender la norma militar segun la cual no se abandona a los companeros en el campo de batalla. Siendo presidente, Trump dijo a altos asesores que no entendia por que el gobierno estadounidense daba tanto valor a la busqueda de soldados desaparecidos en combate. Para el, se les podia dejar atras porque habian actuado mal al ser capturados.

Mis reportajes durante el mandato de Trump me llevaron a publicar en este sitio, en septiembre de 2020, un articulo sobre las actitudes de Trump hacia McCain y otros veteranos, y sus opiniones sobre el ideal del servicio nacional en si mismo. La historia se baso en entrevistas con multiples fuentes que tuvieron contacto de primera mano con Trump y sus puntos de vista. En ese articulo, detalle numerosos casos en los que Trump insultaba a soldados, oficiales de bandera y veteranos por igual. Escribi extensamente sobre la reaccion de Trump a la muerte de McCain en agosto de 2018: El presidente dijo a sus ayudantes: <<<No vamos a apoyar el funeral de ese perdedor>>>, y se enfurecio cuando vio las banderas en la Casa Blanca bajadas a media asta. <<<?Por que cono hacemos eso? El tipo fue un puto perdedor>>>, dijo enfadado. Solo cuando Kelly le dijo a Trump que le <<<matarian en la prensa>>> por mostrar tal falta de respeto, el presidente cedio. En el articulo, tambien informe de que Trump habia menospreciado al presidente George H. W. Bush, aviador naval en la Segunda Guerra Mundial, por haber sido derribado por los japoneses. Dos testigos me dijeron que Trump dijo: <<<No lo entiendo. Ser derribado te convierte en un perdedor>>>. (Bush eludio finalmente la captura, pero otros ocho aviadores fueron capturados y ejecutados por los japoneses).

Al ano siguiente, funcionarios de la Casa Blanca exigieron a la Marina que mantuviera el U.S.S. John S. McCain, que lleva el nombre del padre y el abuelo de McCain --ambos estimados almirantes-- fuera de la vista de Trump durante una visita a Japon. La Marina no accedio.

La preocupacion de Trump por McCain no ha disminuido. En enero, Trump condeno a McCain --seis anos despues de su muerte-- por haber apoyado el plan de salud del presidente Barack Obama. <<<Vamos a luchar por un sistema de salud mucho mejor que el Obamacare>>>, dijo Trump ante una multitud en Iowa. <<<Obamacare es una catastrofe. Nadie habla de ello. Sin John McCain, lo habriamos conseguido. John McCain por alguna razon no pudo levantar el brazo ese dia. ?Recuerdan?>>> Al parecer, se trataba de una referencia malintencionada a las heridas de guerra de McCain --incluyendo aquellas sufridas durante torturas-- que limitaban la movilidad de la parte superior de su cuerpo.

Tambien he escrito anteriormente sobre la visita de Trump en 2017 al Cementerio Nacional de Arlington con motivo del Dia de los Caidos. Kelly, que entonces era secretario de seguridad nacional, le acompano. Los dos hombres visitaron la Seccion 60, la seccion de 14 acres que es el lugar de enterramiento de los caidos en las guerras mas recientes de los Estados Unidos (y el lugar de la polemica de Trump en Arlington a principios de este ano). El hijo de Kelly, Robert, un oficial de la Marina muerto en 2010 en Afganistan, esta enterrado en la Seccion 60. Trump, de pie junto a la tumba de Robert Kelly, se volvio hacia su padre y le dijo: <<<No lo entiendo. ?Que ganaban con ello?>>>. Al principio, Kelly creyo que Trump se referia a la abnegacion de las fuerzas voluntarias estadounidenses. Pero mas tarde se dio cuenta de que Trump simplemente no entiende las opciones de vida no transaccionales. Cite a uno de los amigos de Kelly, un general de cuatro estrellas retirado, que dijo de Trump: <<<No puede concebir la idea de hacer algo por alguien que no sea el mismo. Simplemente piensa que cualquiera que haga algo cuando no hay un beneficio personal directo que obtener es un tonto>>>. En los momentos en que Kelly se sentia especialmente frustrado por Trump, abandonaba la Casa Blanca y cruzaba el Potomac para visitar la tumba de su hijo, en parte para recordarse a si mismo la naturaleza del sacrificio en toda regla.

El ano pasado, Kelly me dijo, en referencia a los 44 anos de uniforme de Mark Milley: <<<El presidente no podia comprender a las personas que sirvieron honorablemente a su nacion>>>.

El incidente concreto del que informe en el articulo de 2020 que mas atencion acaparo tambien proporciono a la historia su titular: <<<Trump: Los estadounidenses que murieron en la guerra son 'perdedores' y 'tontos'>>>. La historia se referia a una visita que Trump hizo a Francia en 2018, durante la cual el presidente llamo a los estadounidenses enterrados en un cementerio de la Primera Guerra Mundial <<<perdedores>>>. Dijo, en presencia de ayudantes: <<<?Por que deberia ir a ese cementerio? Esta lleno de perdedores>>>. En otro momento de ese viaje, se refirio a los mas de 1.800 Marines que perdieron la vida en Belleau Wood como <<<tontos>>> por morir por su pais.

Trump ya tenia programada la visita a un cementerio, y no entendia por que su equipo programaba una segunda visita al camposanto, sobre todo teniendo en cuenta que la lluvia le iba a castigar el pelo. <<<?Por que dos cementerios?>>> pregunto Trump. <<<?Que carajo?>>>. Kelly cancelo posteriormente la segunda visita, y asistio el mismo a una ceremonia alli con el general Dunford y sus esposas.


El jefe de gabinete de la Casa Blanca, John Kelly, y el jefe del Estado Mayor Conjunto, Joseph Dunford, visitan el cementerio y memorial estadounidense de Aisne-Marne en Belleau, Francia, en noviembre de 2018. (Shealah Craighead / Casa Blanca)



El articulo desato una gran controversia, y provoco una airada reaccion de la administracion Trump, y del propio Trump. En tuits, declaraciones y ruedas de prensa en los dias, semanas y anos siguientes, Trump tacho a The Atlantic de <<<revista de segunda>>>, <<<revista fracasada>>>, <<<revista terrible>>> y <<<revista de tercera que no va a seguir en el negocio mucho mas tiempo>>>; tambien se refirio a mi como <<<estafador>>>, entre otras cosas. Trump ha continuado estos ataques recientemente, llamandome <<<horrible, lunatico de la izquierda radical llamado Goldberg>>> en un mitin este verano.

En los dias posteriores a la publicacion de mi articulo original, tanto Associated Press como, sobre todo, Fox News, confirmaron la historia, lo que provoco que Trump exigiera a Fox que despidiera a Jennifer Griffin, su experimentada y bien considerada reportera de defensa. Poco despues de la publicacion, Alyssa Farah, portavoz de la Casa Blanca, emitio un comunicado en el que afirmaba: <<<Este informe es falso. El presidente Trump tiene a los militares en la mas alta estima>>>.

Poco despues de que apareciera el reportaje, Farah pregunto a numerosos funcionarios de la Casa Blanca si habian oido a Trump referirse a los veteranos y a los caidos en la guerra como tontos o perdedores. Informo publicamente de que ninguno de los funcionarios a los que pregunto le habia oido utilizar esos terminos. Finalmente, Farah se opuso a Trump. Escribio en X el ano pasado que le habia preguntado al presidente si mi historia era cierta. <<<Trump me dijo que era falsa. Eso fue mentira>>>.

Cuando hable con Farah, que ahora es conocida como Alyssa Farah Griffin, esta semana, dijo: <<<Entendi que la gente fuera esceptica sobre la historia de 'tontos y perdedores', y yo estaba en la Casa Blanca presionando en contra de ella. Pero se lo dijo a John Kelly a la cara, y yo creo fundamental y absolutamente que John Kelly es un hombre honorable que sirvio a nuestro pais y que ama y respeta a nuestras tropas. He escuchado a Donald Trump hablar de una manera deshumanizante sobre tantos grupos. Despues de trabajar para el en 2020 y escuchar sus continuos ataques a los miembros del servicio desde entonces, incluyendo mi antiguo jefe, el general Mark Milley, creo firme e inequivocamente en la version del general Kelly>>>.

(Pfeiffer, el portavoz de Trump, dijo, en respuesta: <<<Alyssa es una exempleada despechada que ahora miente en su afan de perseguir la adulacion liberal. El presidente Trump nunca insultaria a los heroes de nuestra nacion>>>).

El ano pasado, publique en esta revista un articulo sobre Milley que coincidio con el final de su mandato de cuatro anos. En el, detallaba su tumultuosa relacion con Trump. Milley se resistio a los impulsos autocraticos de Trump, y tambien argumento en contra de sus muchos impulsos irreflexivos e impetuosos en materia de seguridad nacional. Poco despues de que apareciera ese articulo, Trump sugirio publicamente que Milley fuera ejecutado por traicion. Esa sorprendente declaracion provoco que John Kelly hablara publicamente sobre Trump y su relacion con los militares. Kelly, que anteriormente habia calificado a Trump como <<<la persona mas imperfecta que he conocido en mi vida>>>, dijo a Jake Tapper de CNN, que Trump se habia referido a los prisioneros de guerra estadounidenses como <<<tontos>>> y habia calificado de <<<perdedores>>> a los soldados que murieron luchando por su pais.

<<<?Que puedo anadir que no se haya dicho ya?>>>, pregunto Kelly. <<<Una persona que piensa que quienes defienden a su pais de uniforme, o son derribados o gravemente heridos en combate, o pasan anos siendo torturados como prisioneros de guerra, son todos unos 'tontos' porque 'no hay nada para ellos'. Una persona que no queria ser vista en presencia de militares amputados porque 'no me conviene'. Una persona que demostro un abierto desprecio por una familia Estrella de Oro --por todas las familias Estrella de Oro-- en television durante la campana de 2016, y despotrico diciendo que nuestros heroes mas preciados que dieron su vida en defensa de los Estados Unidos son 'perdedores' y que no visitaria sus tumbas en Francia>>>.

Cuando hablamos esta semana, Kelly me dijo: <<<El presidente Trump utilizo los terminos tontos y perdedores para describir a los soldados que dieron su vida en defensa de nuestro pais. Hay mucha, mucha gente que le ha oido decir esas cosas. La visita a Francia no fue la primera vez que dijo eso>>>.

Kelly y otros han tomado especial nota de la repulsion que siente Trump en presencia de veteranos heridos. Despues de que Trump asistiera a un desfile del Dia de la Bastilla en Francia, dijo a Kelly y a otros que le gustaria organizar su propio desfile en Washington, pero sin la presencia de veteranos heridos. <<<No los quiero>>>, dijo Trump. <<<No queda bien para mi>>>.

Milley tambien fue testigo del desden de Trump por los heridos. Milley habia elegido a un capitan del ejercito gravemente herido, Luis Avila, para cantar <<<God Bless America>>> en su ceremonia de investidura en 2019. Avila, que habia completado cinco misiones de combate, habia perdido una pierna en un ataque con artefactos explosivos improvisados en Afganistan, y habia sufrido dos ataques al corazon, dos derrames cerebrales y danos cerebrales como resultado de sus lesiones. Avila es considerado un heroe en todos los rangos del ejercito.

El dia de la ceremonia habia llovido y el suelo estaba blando; en un momento dado, la silla de ruedas de Avila estuvo a punto de volcar. La esposa de Milley, Hollyanne, corrio a ayudar a Avila, al igual que el entonces vicepresidente Mike Pence. Tras la actuacion de Avila, Trump se acerco para felicitarle, pero luego le dijo a Milley, al alcance del oido de varios testigos: <<<?Por que traes a gente asi aqui? Nadie quiere ver eso, a los heridos>>>. Que Avila no vuelva a aparecer en publico, le dijo Trump a Milley.

Un desafio igualmente serio al sentido del deber de Milley llego en forma de ignorancia de Trump de las reglas de la guerra. En noviembre de 2019, Trump intervino en tres casos diferentes de brutalidad que entonces estaban siendo juzgados por los militares. En el caso mas infame, el Navy SEAL Eddie Gallagher habia sido declarado culpable de posar con el cadaver de un miembro del Estado Islamico. Aunque Gallagher fue declarado inocente de asesinato, los testigos declararon que habia apunalado al prisionero en el cuello con un cuchillo de caza. En un movimiento muy inusual, Trump revoco la decision de la Marina de degradarlo. Un oficial subalterno del ejercito llamado Clint Lorance tambien fue objeto de la simpatia de Trump. Trump indulto a Lorance, que habia sido condenado por ordenar disparar a tres afganos desarmados, dos de los cuales murieron. Y en un tercer caso, un boina verde llamado Mathew Golsteyn fue acusado de matar a un afgano desarmado que creia que era un fabricante de bombas taliban. <<<Di la cara por tres grandes guerreros contra el estado profundo>>>, dijo Trump en un mitin en Florida.

En el caso Gallagher, Trump intervino para permitir que Gallagher conservara su insignia Trident, una de las mas codiciadas de todo el ejercito estadounidense. La cupula de la Marina considero esta intervencion especialmente ofensiva porque la tradicion sostenia que solo un oficial al mando o un grupo SEAL en una junta del Tridente debian decidir quien merecia ser un SEAL. Milley intento convencer a Trump de que su intromision estaba danando la moral de la Marina. Volaban de Washington a la base aerea de Dover, en Delaware, para asistir a un <<<traslado digno>>>, una ceremonia de repatriacion de miembros caidos del servicio, cuando Milley trato de explicar a Trump el dano que estaban haciendo sus intervenciones.

En mi articulo, informe de que Milley dijo: <<<Senor presidente, tiene que entender que los SEAL son una tribu dentro de una tribu mas grande, la Marina. Y depende de ellos decidir que hacer con Gallagher. Usted no quiere intervenir. Esto depende de la tribu. Tienen sus propias reglas que siguen>>>.

Trump califico a Gallagher de heroe y dijo que no entendia por que se le castigaba.

<<<Porque degollo a un prisionero herido>>>, dijo Milley.

<<<El tipo iba a morir de todos modos>>>, dijo Trump.

Milley respondio: <<<Senor presidente, tenemos etica militar y leyes sobre lo que ocurre en batalla. No podemos hacer ese tipo de cosas. Es un crimen de guerra>>>. Trump dijo que no entendia <<<el gran problema>>>. Y continuo: <<<Ustedes>>> --se referia a los soldados de combate-- <<<son todos unos asesinos. ?Cual es la diferencia?>>>.

Milley llamo entonces a uno de sus ayudantes, un oficial SEAL veterano de combate, al despacho del presidente en el Air Force One. Milley cogio el pin del Tridente en el pecho del SEAL y le pidio que le describiera su importancia. El ayudante explico a Trump que, por tradicion, solo los SEAL pueden decidir, basandose en evaluaciones de competencia y caracter, si uno de los suyos debe perder su pin. Pero el presidente no cambio de opinion. Gallagher conservo su pin.

Un dia, en el primer ano de la presidencia de Trump, almorce con Jared Kushner, el yerno de Trump, en su despacho de la Casa Blanca. Dirigi la conversacion, en cuanto pude, al tema del caracter de su suegro. Mencione uno de los recientes arrebatos de Trump y le dije a Kushner que, en mi opinion, el comportamiento del presidente era perjudicial para el pais. Cite, como suelo hacer, lo que en mi opinion es el pecado original de Trump: su burla del heroismo de John McCain.

Aqui es donde nuestra conversacion se volvio extrana, y digna de mencion. Kushner respondio de un modo que hizo parecer que estaba de acuerdo conmigo. <<<Nadie puede caer tan bajo como el presidente>>>, dijo. <<<Ni siquiera deberian intentarlo>>>.

Por un momento me parecio desconcertante. Pero luego lo entendi: Kushner no estaba insultando a su suegro. Le estaba haciendo un cumplido. En la mente de Trump, los valores tradicionales --incluyendo aquellos adoptados por las fuerzas armadas de los Estados Unidos que tienen que ver con el honor, la abnegacion y la integridad-- no tienen merito, relevancia ni significado.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/trump-necesito-el-tipo-de-generales-que-tuvo-hitler/680365/?utm_source=feed
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The Democrats' Hail Mary

Can Liz Cheney's effort to reach Republican-leaning voters who don't like Trump really help Harris win?

by Elaine Godfrey




A few years ago, all of this would have been extremely weird. Actually, as the Democrats around me in the theater stood to applaud Liz Cheney--the pro-life, ultraconservative daughter of Dick--it still kind of was. The former third-ranked GOP House leader was joined onstage in the Philadelphia suburbs by three young onetime Donald Trump staffers, together issuing a warning about his potentially catastrophic unfitness for office--the four horsewomen heralding the threat of the Trump-ocalypse. Attendees seemed in awe of their bravery, and every few moments clapped with vigor.

Such an alignment, everyone agreed, would have been unthinkable in some other, more normal political universe. "If you would have told me four years ago that I'd be voting for Kamala Harris in 2024, my head would have exploded," Sarah Matthews, a former deputy press secretary in the Trump administration, told me after the event. There were uncomfortable titters from some in the audience, of course, including once when the former White House director of strategic communications Alyssa Farah Griffin spoke highly of her two former bosses, Vice President Mike Pence and White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows. But the broader feeling--the powerful force that is disdain for Trump--kept everyone nodding solemnly in their seat.

This shared sentiment lines up with the Democrats' closing pitch in the final days before the election: that Trump is an exceptional threat to American democracy. Voters of all ideological persuasions should choose Harris now and disagree about policy later. 

Cheney and her fellow anti-Trump surrogates have run with that message in recent weeks, sometimes even joining Harris herself on the trail. Their effort, the thinking goes, gives Republicans permission to hold their nose and vote for a Democrat, maybe for the first time ever.

It might work. In an election that will almost certainly be decided by a few thousand votes in a handful of states, Cheney could reach a significant-enough sliver of the electorate for Harris to scrape by in November. They're hopeful, even, for the deus ex machina of a silent minority. "If you're at all concerned, you can vote your conscience and not ever have to say a word to anybody," Cheney said Monday during an event with Harris in Royal Oak, Michigan. But centering a campaign on the nobler questions in politics--morality, democracy--is a risky bet when it comes to Trump, who has remained, throughout the past nine years, robustly immune to such high-minded attacks. The Cheney Strategy presumes that bipartisanship can win the day. It might be wishful thinking.

Listen: Trump and the January 6 memory hole

In the month since she formally endorsed Harris, Cheney has served as a traveling evangelist for the Democrats, hitting the road in America's swing states to spread the good news about personal sacrifice and national redemption. There was that event onstage with the former Trump staffers in Philly, plus the stop with Harris in the Wisconsin town where the GOP was founded, and where Cheney declared that she "was a Republican even before Donald Trump started spray-tanning." And this week, she wrapped up a three-state series of fireside-chats with Harris. In these appearances, Cheney has repeatedly referred to Trump as "cruel" and "depraved." She warns that if he becomes president again, the mob attack of January 6, 2021, might look, in comparison, like the peaceful lovefest that Trump falsely maintains it was.

Nothing Cheney says is more telling than her example: A Republican born and bred, she effectively relinquished her seat in Congress and what was already an illustrious political career to stand up for what she thought was right. If a Cheney can vote blue, so can you. One problem, of course, is that most of the attendees at Cheney's events are not Republicans. They are mostly Democrats--or Republicans who have been casting ballots for Democratic candidates in one election or another since 2016.

These gatherings sometimes carry the air of a religious revival, of people desperate to commune over their almighty revulsion for Trump. They weep and cheer to see Cheney confronting the bullies in this new, disfigured GOP. At other times, the events seem like a group-therapy session. At the theater outside Philly, several people told me, unprompted, about their own family divisions over politics: marriages and relationships torn apart during the Trump era. "I lost a 40-year friendship over Trump," Sandy Lightkep, from nearby Horsham, told me. "My family's split in half." They come because they appreciate the sense of unity, real or imagined. "It's wonderful that Republicans and Democrats are finally getting together," Nancy Moskalski, visiting from Connecticut, told me. "This is what Joe Biden always wanted."

Before a Harris-Cheney appearance in Chester County, Pennsylvania, earlier this week, I met two women who seemed to reflect the improbable alliance of the pair that would soon be onstage. "I just remember there was a time when I could have a discussion with a lot of my Republican and conservative friends," Tanya Cain, who wore a navy-blue KAMALA HARRIS sweatshirt, told me. "We have to break this, whatever this is, and move forward." Cain laughed. "If you would tell me Liz Cheney was gonna be in my politics--" The woman next to her, Susan Springman, broke in: "I never thought Harris would be in my politics either!" A lifelong Republican voter wearing a black turtleneck and pearls, Springman had voted for Trump in 2016 but now regretted it. "MAGA has to go, and whatever that means, I am willing to go with it to destroy that and to move forward with something else," she said. She'd also persuaded her Republican husband to read Cheney's book Oath and Honor, she said; he'd be voting for Harris too.

Democrats are banking on hopes that people like Springman aren't such rare birds. That similar aisle-crossing comity is happening all around the country, under the radar. It's totally fine, they say, if only a few Republicans are showing up to these events--they believe the important thing is the message it sends. Perhaps Cheney's efforts will help remind voters of the violent attempt to stop the certification of the 2020 election. "It's about driving a news cycle that reinjects the memory of what happened and tries to put the stakes back at the center of the conversation," Sarah Longwell, the publisher of the anti-Trump publication The Bulwark, who has appeared on the trail in support of Harris, told me.

The Cheney Strategy reflects a Harris-campaign pivot. For the first weeks of her presidential bid, Harris's line about Trump was, primarily, that he was responsible for taking away women's reproductive rights. When Minnesota Governor Tim Walz joined the ticket, the pair focused on communicating to voters that Trump and the MAGA Republicans were "weird."

Read: The swing states are in good hands

Harris has worked hard to introduce herself, define her campaign, and deliver a message that sets her apart from Biden. For a while, she seemed successful, pulling ahead of Trump in several key swing states. But the polls have been tightening for weeks, compelling Harris to adopt something closer to Biden's final pitch from 2020: that Trump is a reckless would-be dictator whose reelection could bring about the end of American decency and democracy. "Brat summer is over," as Vox's Christian Paz put it. "'Trump is a fascist' fall is in."

A closing argument about January 6 was the natural next move in this high-stakes election, Longwell told me. "They've decided that's their closing pitch, to sort of go for those undecided voters," she said. "Strategically, that's correct."

Most registered Republicans will vote for Trump, but it's true that many conservative-identifying voters have concerns about his character. Whether enough of those exist to change the election result is debatable. Longwell and her Never Trump allies point to the GOP primary contest for evidence: Nikki Haley received 157,000 votes in Pennsylvania, even after she'd dropped out of the race, and she got 14 percent of the vote in pivotal Waukesha County, Wisconsin. "Trump has actively avoided courting any of those people," Griffin, the former White House aide, told me. "So our belief is that there are people that you can reach--a sizable number of Republican voters--who will be willing to either cast their ballot this one time only for a Democrat, or at minimum, not vote for him."

The gender gap in voting intention is wider than ever. College-educated women and suburbanites, in particular, are recoiling from Trump, and recent polling shows that women voters in general are 16 points more likely to support Harris. "Republican women can tip this election," Brittany Prime, a self-identified moderate Republican and a co-founder of the anti-Trump organization Women4US, told me. Her group has identified nearly 400,000 "MAGA-exhausted" women in Pennsylvania, Georgia, and North Carolina, who, the group believes, can be persuaded to vote for Harris in November. Prime sees that effort as a twofold push. First, they assure voters that backing a Democrat "doesn't mean you aren't a Republican anymore," she said. The second part of the message is that "no one's going to find out, I promise."

Some of the Republican women that Prime's organization is talking to have requested that no mailers or ballots be sent to their home, she told me, because they don't want their husband to find out. They plan to "go into the voting booth, vote their conscience, and never admit to it," she said. When you talk to anti-Trump Republicans about this clandestine sisterhood, they will share stories about sticky notes in bathroom stalls reminding women that who they vote for is secret. Back in 2016, pollsters identified the "shy Trump voter" phenomenon, which referred to the poll respondents who were unwilling to admit that they were voting for Trump--and thus went unrepresented in surveys. Prime and other anti-Trump conservatives are hopeful that a similar phenomenon happens again, but in reverse: the shy anti-Trump voter. "We could be surprised on Election Day and the days after that there's a silent majority, a quiet groundswell" in support of Harris, she said.

The problem with a quiet groundswell, though, is in its name. All of these hopeful anecdotes are impossible to translate into hard data about voter numbers and behavior. And some on the left are frustrated with Harris's closing strategy, partly, because it's an appeal to Republicans. "She's trying to win without the base," as Naomi Klein, the progressive author and columnist, put it this week.

A consistent drumbeat about practical, pocketbook policies would be better, other critics argue. After all, Democratic candidates in close House and Senate races are running campaign ads about abortion. A recent survey from the Center for Working-Class Politics found that voters responded better to "economically focused messages and messages that employed a populist narrative" than to warnings about Trump. "Ironically," Dustin Guastella, a research associate with the group, wrote this week, "if Democrats are keen to defend democracy they would do well to stop talking about it."

Read: The everyday warfare of voting in America

Most Americans already know what they think about Trump. As New Hampshire Governor Chris Sununu, who was once a Trump critic and now supports him, put it rather cynically on CNN this week, "With a guy like [Trump], it's kinda baked into the vote." Sure, Trump referring to his critics as "the enemy from within" is despicable. So is Trump's statement as president, reported by The Atlantic's Jeffrey Goldberg, that he wished he had generals like Hitler's. But voters have been hearing stories about Trump's authoritarian inclinations and norm violations for years, and the polls still show an impossibly tight race. Almost four years after rioters stormed the U.S. Capitol--and amid his four indictments and felony conviction--Trump's favorability rating is higher now than at any time during his presidency.

After Cheney and the former Trump staffers finished speaking onstage in the Philadelphia suburbs, the audience responded with sustained applause, and the attendees I interviewed for feedback shook their heads in wonder. "It's just amazing. I was impressed by these young women," Ann Marie Nasek, a lawyer from Glenside, Pennsylvania, told me. It's so difficult to understand the other side, she explained--why her neighbors and family members, who are, by all accounts, good and decent people, still support Trump, despite everything. "I wish this whole room was filled with Republicans," she said, looking around.

On Tuesday, seven days before Election Day, Harris will deliver a speech from the Ellipse, the park behind the South Lawn of the White House where four years ago Trump rallied his supporters before they descended on the Capitol. Harris's intention is obvious: conjure the dark imagery of the day that a defeated American president attempted to cling to power, just as voters make their final deliberations. Less clear is whether enough of those voters care.
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'There's People That Are Absolutely Ready to Take on a Civil War'

What will happen if Donald Trump loses the election?

by John Hendrickson




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


Tucker Carlson's eyes narrowed as he conjured the image. A Donald Trump victory, he said at a campaign event in Gwinnett County, Georgia, last night, "will be a middle finger wagging in the face of the worst people in the English-speaking world."

Trump maintains that he's running for president a third time to restore and unite the country. But many Democrats and even some Republicans have expressed profound concern for democracy and overall safety if the former president wins this election. Last night at the Gwinnett County event, sponsored by Charlie Kirk's Turning Point Action, I asked Trump's supporters to consider the inverse: What do you think will happen if Trump loses? 

The more Trump rallies I attended, the more this question had been gnawing at me. He has framed this presidential contest as a "final battle," and he may well win. But if he doesn't, I wanted to know if he and his supporters would really go quietly. I heard a range of answers last night, from promises to accept the outcome to predictions of a new civil war.

I approached the former Trump-administration official Peter Navarro, who was signing copies of his book The New MAGA Deal: The Unofficial Deplorables Guide to Donald Trump's 2024 Policy Platform. Earlier this year, Navarro spent four months in prison. Like another Trump ally, Steve Bannon, Navarro had been found in contempt of Congress after failing to comply with subpoenas from the House Select Committee on January 6. If Trump loses the election, Navarro told me that "the country will disintegrate," and he warned of "very hard times." I asked him if he thought something akin to another January 6 might occur. "By asking that question you're trying to stir up shit, man," he said. He told me that my query would be better suited for President Joe Biden and the Democrats. "Those assholes put me in prison," he said. "Do you hear me?"

Jeffrey Goldberg: Trump: 'I need the kind of generals that Hitler had'

Another former Trump-administration official, Ben Carson, took a more conciliatory approach to my question. "I think we'll have to regroup and try to figure out how we can save our country," Carson said. He told me he doubted that another event like the storming of the Capitol would take place. "I think regardless of who wins or loses, we've got to tone down the dissension and the hatred that's going on in our country, or it's going to be destroyed," Carson said.

Rank-and-file Trump supporters had varying opinions on the matter. I chatted with one attendee, Joshua Barnes, while he waited in line to buy strawberry smoothies for himself and his wife at a food truck outside the arena. The couple had driven four hours that morning from their home in Alabama to hear Trump speak live for the first time. "If she does become president, as much as I would hate it, you kind of do have to accept it," Barnes said, referring to Vice President Kamala Harris. He told me he did not want another insurrection to occur, but he acknowledged the possibility of something worse: a period of postelection unrest, or even civil war. (He pointed me to a Rasmussen survey from the spring that had shown a distressingly high percentage of respondents saying the same thing.)

A man from Gwinnett County named Rich who works in construction told me that this was his fourth Trump rally. "I'm a pretty good judge of character, and when people are trying to shovel me a load of garbage, it's like, No, it stinks, okay?" he said of Harris and the Democrats. He predicted protests no matter who loses, but did not anticipate another January 6, which he referred to as a "situation" and not an insurrection. As for something closer to a civil war? "I think anything's possible; I don't think it's out of the question, and I really can't elaborate on that," he said, adding only that he was hoping it wouldn't happen.

In the parking lot, I met a man named Mark Williams, who told me he ran the biggest political printing business in Georgia. I took a seat in a folding chair behind his table of yard signs and other wares, and he offered me a red-white-and-blue can of Conservative Dad's Ultra Right 100% Woke-Free American Beer. ("Eat steak, lift weights, be uncensorable, drink a little beer," read the slogan.) Though Williams supports Trump, he was levelheaded about both the current election and the previous one. He did not believe Trump's claim that he'd really won in 2020. "I think we're more accepting than the media gives us credit for," Williams said of himself and his fellow Republicans. "The actions of a few get painted with that big brush," he said, pointing to January 6. "So, yeah, there's going to be some crazy people that do some crazy shit; that just happens. But the actions of most of us, I mean, we'll bitch about it and scream at each other and all that kind of stuff, but we're not going to break into the Capitol and stuff. I'm as big a Trump supporter as anybody, but I didn't feel compelled to go breaking into the Capitol. And those people that did that did wrong. And I don't know that all of them did wrong, but the ones that did, they needed to be punished."

Williams told me he had never considered a new civil war seriously until he attended Kid Rock's Rock the Country festival in Rome, Georgia, earlier this year. He described some of the chatter he heard at the festival, such as When we have to go out on the field and fight these people, y'all going to be there with us? "It did surprise me a little bit, the tone that some of these guys were taking; I think there's people that are absolutely ready to take on a civil war," he said. "I think that if there was an overwhelming view of a crooked election or something like that--yeah, I could see it happening."

Many of the Trump supporters I interviewed sounded worried about future political violence. Some identified as pacifists. Others believed that unrest was almost a given. A 23-year-old named Ben told me he had skipped his classes at the University of Georgia to attend yesterday's rally. I asked him if he thought January 6 could happen again in the event of a Trump defeat. "Yes," he said. "I think it'll be real this time." He told me that he wasn't sure what he, personally, would do if Trump lost. "I wouldn't want to act on instinct, but I would be angry," he said. He volunteered that he believed that Church and state needed to be remarried. "If Trump was dictator, I would support him," he said. He insisted that he wasn't trolling me.

Read: Why are we humoring them?

When Trump addressed the crowd, he made no secret of his authoritarian aspirations. He raised the possibility of suing 60 Minutes over its editing of an interview with Harris, and made the baffling claim that gang members were taking over Times Square with weapons that the U.S. military doesn't have. ("But we have guys that want to confront them, and they're gonna be allowed to confront them, and we're gonna get 'em the hell out of here.") Once again, he promised to carry out the largest deportation operation in history. He also said he would invoke the Alien Enemies Act of 1798, which would grant him authority to detain, relocate, or deport foreigners deemed an enemy, and called for the death penalty for any migrant who kills an American citizen.

That last point is a particularly charged issue in Georgia. A 63-year-old attendee I met named Linda told me her daughters had been in the same sorority as Laken Riley, the 22-year-old student who was murdered earlier this year while jogging. Riley's alleged assailant is a man from Venezuela who entered the U.S. illegally, and her death has become a conservative rallying cry, especially for Trump, as it was again last night. ("I feel like we'll be more like Venezuela if the Democrats get in there," Linda told me.)

After losing Georgia in 2020, Trump tried to overturn the state's election results. In the four years since, he's only grown more unstable, and he's predicated his 2024 campaign on retribution. This time around, Trump has been encouraging his supporters to vote early, and he's pushing a new catchphrase: "Too big to rig." He's not thinking about what happens if he loses; he wants a landslide victory.
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The Swing States Are in Good Hands

The places most crucial to the election have leaders who are committed to a fair process.

by Paul Rosenzweig




In thinking about the days and weeks after November 5, when unfounded attacks on the vote count and the integrity of America's election are most likely to arise, one must begin with an uncomfortable acknowledgment: The threat to the fair evaluation of the results comes from only one party. There has never been any suggestion that Democratic officials are likely to systematically disrupt the lawful counting of ballots. The risk, such as it is, comes from possible spurious legal challenges raised by Donald Trump supporters, partisan election administration by Republican state officials, and unjustifiably receptive consideration of election lawsuits by Republican-nominated judges.

The good news is that in the states most likely to be decisive, that group of people is not in control. The mechanisms of election administration are, generally speaking, in the hands of responsible public officials rather than partisan warriors--mostly Democrats, but a few clearheaded Republicans as well.

Consider Georgia, where the most senior officials are all elected Republicans who have, in one way or another, expressed their support for former President Trump. Yet both the governor, Brian Kemp, and the secretary of state, Brad Raffensperger, have a notable and honorable history of commitment to free, fair, and well-managed elections. For example, both recently opposed the transparently partisan efforts of the state election board to change election rules. If the past is prologue, we can reasonably expect that the contest in Georgia will be close, but we can also expect that the process by which the votes are counted will be fair and open.

Read: Republicans' new dangerous attempt to break the election

The same is true of all the other battleground states. Those states--Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Arizona, and Nevada--are, of course, led by elected politicians who have partisan views, but none is a leader whose nature suggests a desire to manipulate election administration for partisan advantage. Most of the states (Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, and Arizona) are led by Democratic governors who can be counted on to deliver the results fairly.

That leaves Nevada, which, besides Georgia, is the only Republican-led swing state. Nevada's governor, Joe Lombardo, has expressed moderate views on the election process: In an April 2022 interview with The Nevada Independent, Lombardo said he did not believe that any fraud occurred in the 2020 presidential election and saw no reason to believe that President Joe Biden had not been "duly elected." Of equal note, the secretary of state for Nevada, who has more direct responsibility for election administration, is an elected Democratic official who has committed to a fair election process.

All told, none of the elected officials in any of the battleground states who have direct responsibility for election integrity is an election denier or someone who appears keen on having a partisan dispute over the results. One could not, for example, imagine any of these governors using their state's National Guard for improper reasons.

Likewise, the court systems in the crucial battleground states are generally well structured to avoid partisanship. Republicans have already filed suits in Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Wisconsin, Nevada, Georgia, and Arizona, and doubtless many more will be filed. But as the former Trump White House lawyer Ty Cobb has said: "The one thing they need in court is evidence ... They didn't have any last time, and they're unlikely to have any this time."

Once again, Georgia provides an instructive example of how Trump's efforts to legally game the system are likely to play out. Last week, a Fulton County Superior Court judge stopped a new election rule that would have required officials to count all Georgia ballots by hand. In a separate ruling, the court also said that certification of the election results was a mandatory duty--eliminating the possibility, which some Trump allies had been considering, of withholding certification and preventing Kamala Harris from receiving the state's electoral votes should she win. Separately, a different judge barred even more of the election board's efforts to change the rules at the last minute. At least one Republican appeal has already been unsuccessful.

Read: The danger is greater than in 2020. Be prepared.

The likeliest ultimate arbiter of election disputes will, in most instances, be the supreme courts of the battleground states. Partisan tenor is somewhat less salient in the courts, but even taking it into account here, structural protections are mostly quite strong. Democratic jurists hold majorities on the supreme courts in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. Nonpartisan appointments are made in Nevada.

And though the courts in Georgia and Arizona are controlled by Republican-appointed jurists, neither court has exhibited excessive partisan tendencies. Indeed, the all-Republican supreme court in Arizona recently unanimously upheld a ballot-access rule against an effort by the Republican Maricopa County recorder to limit the number of voters. Only the Republican supreme court in North Carolina has acted in a worryingly partisan manner, approving a Republican gerrymander that a Democratic court had previously rejected. This is thankfully an outlier; the overall correlation of factors suggests, again, that reasonable jurists will be in charge of adjudicating disputes about election outcomes.

Finally, at the national level, fair, good-faith efforts are being made to protect the processes by which the election will be certified. Unlike on January 6, 2021, when Trump put Congress at risk by delaying the deployment of the D.C. National Guard, this time the federal government is well prepared to forestall disruption in the nation's capital. The Department of Homeland Security has already designated the electoral count as a National Special Security Event, for which ample protection is deployed. And, of course, the D.C. National Guard is now under the orders of Biden, who can be relied on to maintain election integrity.

Is all this cause for unbridled happiness? Of course not. The U.S. Supreme Court, for example, remains an uncertain actor. And that we even need these reassurances is a distressing sign of how dysfunctional our current politics are. But a smooth--or, at least, mostly smooth--election is still possible, and the key ingredients are in place to make it happen. This itself matters. As the former federal judge Thomas Griffith recently wrote: "Tearing down faith in an election administration system when the facts show that it is reliable and trustworthy is not conservative." It is also deeply dangerous. Let's do our best to keep the faith.
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The Worst of Crypto Is Yet to Come

No matter who wins in November, the digital-asset market could be on the brink of a deregulation-fueled bonanza.

by Christopher Beam




Cryptocurrency has been declared dead so many times that its supposed demise is a running joke within the industry. According to the website 99Bitcoins, the obituary of crypto's flagship token has been written at least 477 times since 2010. A round of eulogies occurred last year, after several crypto-trading giants, including FTX, collapsed, and the Securities and Exchange Commission filed a barrage of lawsuits against major blockchain companies. "Crypto is dead in America," said the tech investor Chamath Palihapitiya on the All-In podcast in April 2023. Publications including The Wall Street Journal and The Atlantic wondered if the technology was, once again, kaput.

So we shouldn't be surprised that crypto is back. What's shocking is just how back it is. The total market capitalization of crypto assets this year has been within striking distance of its all-time highs in 2021. The crypto sector has been the biggest political donor in the current election cycle, surpassing even the fossil-fuel industry, with contributions flowing to candidates from both parties. In May, the House of Representatives passed a bill that included many of the policy demands of crypto lobbyists, while the Senate rolled back guidelines by the SEC designed to protect consumers of cryptocurrencies. And both presidential candidates have flirted with crypto enough that, no matter who wins in November, the market could be on the brink of a deregulation-fueled bonanza.

How did crypto bounce back so fast? Part of the answer is pure smashmouth politics: The industry started spending gobs of money--at least $130 million to date--to elbow its way into this year's congressional races. It has also refined its sales pitch. Since the FTX meltdown, the industry has been making efforts to distance itself from the Sam Bankman-Fried school of charm. Gone are the mussed hair and grandiose talk of altruism and saving humanity. In are the MBAs and lawyers, the Ivy Leaguers who know how to speak the language of Washington persuasion. The industry's message now: Make crypto normal. Regulate us, please. All we want is to know the rules of the road. They highlight the most mundane, inoffensive applications of crypto, while condemning the scammers who tarnish the industry's reputation and avoiding mention of the "degens," or degenerate gamblers, who represent much of crypto's actual demand.

Annie Lowrey: When the Bitcoin scammers came for me

But the truth is that the scammers are only getting bolder, finding new creative ways to rip off retail investors. Should the crypto lobby get its way, the new regulatory regime will clear a path not just for the industry's "respectable" wing but also for the wildcatters and criminals. If you thought crypto was a problem before, you should be alarmed. The worst is likely yet to come.

The crypto industry insists that its goal--the reason it's spending ungodly sums of money to sway elections--is to be boring. Nothing to see here. Crypto companies say they merely seek "regulatory clarity."

This phrase is, to be generous, a sleight of hand. Companies don't just want clarity; they want a particular set of rules. Currently, crypto exists in a state of regulatory limbo. The SEC says that most crypto assets are securities, defined as an "investment of money in a common enterprise with a reasonable expectation of profits to be derived from the efforts of others." The paradigmatic case is a share of stock in a publicly traded company. Securities are subject to a lot of rules: You can only trade them through a registered exchange, and issuers have to disclose a bunch of information about the underlying companies. That way, investors can make informed decisions about which securities to buy and which to avoid.

If digital assets are indeed securities--a position that some federal judges have accepted, at least one judge has questioned, and is currently being tested in a number of ongoing enforcement cases--then crypto operations would have to behave like other Wall Street institutions. Companies like Coinbase, for example, would need to separate their brokerage services--that is, helping their customers buy and sell tokens--from their exchange services. (This is one aspect of the SEC's pending lawsuit against Coinbase.) Plus, crypto operations could no longer launch overnight--not legally, at least. They'd have to register with the SEC and issue thorough disclosure documents before allowing the public to invest, a burdensome and costly process that would weed out a huge share of dodgy crypto schemes with no sound business model.

The main plank of crypto's bid for normalcy is that tokens should be considered commodities, not securities. What could be more boring than a commodity? Wheat, orange juice, coffee beans, livestock: Commodities are interchangeable, and you can trade them with other people directly. The crypto lobby says tokens are clearly commodities, since they're fungible like bags of corn and do more than just go up and down in price. For example, users can spend tokens as "gas" to interact with a blockchain or participate in the governance and upkeep of the blockchain; they don't merely rely on "the efforts of others." (The SEC agrees that bitcoin is a commodity, since unlike almost every other crypto asset it has no central issuer.)

Classifying cryptocurrencies as commodities would bring them under the purview of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, rather than the SEC. The CFTC has been friendlier to crypto, going so far as to advocate for controversial deregulatory measures pushed by FTX. It's also much smaller, with roughly one-sixth the budget and staff. With the CFTC in charge, the SEC's long list of pending cases would disappear, and we'd probably see a lot fewer prosecutions of crypto companies.

Consumer advocates argue that exempting crypto from securities laws would make it easier for Americans to buy risky digital assets: Not only would exchanges like Coinbase and Kraken be likely to offer fringier coins--they'd be harmless commodities, after all--institutional investors like pension funds might see the new rules as a stamp of approval to dive into crypto. Hilary J. Allen, a law professor at American University who studies financial regulation, told me that designating cryptocurrencies as commodities would create a loophole that non-crypto companies could exploit. "Slap a blockchain on it," she said, "and you too can be free from securities regulation." Dennis Kelleher, the CEO of the nonprofit Better Markets, told me the real reason the crypto industry doesn't want tokens to be classified as securities is that disclosure rules would expose them as financially dangerous. "If you had to fully and truthfully disclose the risks associated with crypto, the people who would engage in crypto would be near none," he said.

The industry deflects such arguments by downplaying its chaotic history and focusing on its more mundane use cases: stablecoins, for example, which are designed to maintain a fixed value and can be used for instantaneous peer-to-peer transactions, particularly cross-border remittances, and as a hedge against inflation. (Argentina has seen growing adoption lately.) Or, even more boring, "decentralized physical infrastructure networks," or DePIN, which employ blockchain technology to reward users for providing public resources such as data storage or Wi-Fi.

But the rules the industry is pushing would also juice some of crypto's most degenerate schemes. The breakout hits of 2024 are fundamentally just new ways to gamble. Polymarket, the platform where wagers are made exclusively with crypto, has taken off this year thanks to interest in betting on the election. "Tap-to-earn" games such as Hamster Kombat have surged in popularity, luring users with rewards in the form of tokens. The apotheosis of speculative crypto insanity, though, is the website Pump.fun. On Pump.fun, anyone can create a memecoin instantly--all you need to do is select a name and an image--and the site creates a market where people can buy and sell it. One recent top token was named after the internet-famous baby hippo Moo Deng. Inevitably, creators are going to absurd lengths to promote their tokens: One guy posted a photo of himself apparently using meth. Another suffered burns after shooting fireworks at himself during a livestream.

The industry doesn't foreground these casino-like use cases, but it implicitly blesses them. Speculation is normal, advocates say. In fact, it's what drives innovation in the first place. "Speculation, taking risks--that's what fuels the economy," Kristin Smith, CEO of the Blockchain Association, told me. Sheila Warren, CEO of the Crypto Council for Innovation, says that allowing people to buy and sell tokens isn't about whether crypto is good or bad. "I don't necessarily know that it's net positive or negative," she told me. "I think it's about the ability of people to determine what they want to do with their own money."

The biggest degen of all is on the ballot. Donald Trump clearly has no idea what a blockchain is, but he understands that it's related to money, which seems to be enough. He has declared himself "the crypto president." In July, speaking at a bitcoin conference in Nashville, he pledged to make the United States "the crypto capital of the planet" and called crypto "the steel industry of a hundred years ago." In September, he stopped by a bitcoin-themed bar in New York City and spent $950 worth of bitcoin on a round of burgers and Diet Cokes. Trump has also announced his involvement in a new crypto platform called World Liberty Financial. While the details of the project are hazy, it would apparently offer a stablecoin. (The project's launch last week saw low demand and extended outages.)

Read: The Trump sons really love crypto

The industry is salivating at the prospect of a Trump win. Trump has said he would fire SEC Chairman Gary Gensler, create a "strategic national bitcoin stockpile," and free the American cybercriminal and crypto hero Ross Ulbricht from prison. Any Trump-affiliated crypto project, such as World Liberty Financial, would operate in a legal gray area unless Congress passed the new regulatory regime the industry is asking for. In other words, he has skin in the game. "It's clear Trump would be very positive for crypto," Smith, the Blockchain Association CEO, said.

How a Kamala Harris administration would regulate the technology is less clear, but her recent statements have given crypto fans hope. In September, she promised to help grow "innovative technologies" including "digital assets." Then she announced that she would support regulations that enable "Black men who hold digital assets to benefit from financial innovation" while keeping those investors "protected"--a strange and careful framing that implicitly acknowledged how many Black men have lost money on crypto. These comments could just be campaign rhetoric meant to fend off attacks by the crypto lobby. But they show that Harris is listening to the industry's arguments, particularly those couched in the language of opportunity and equity. Harris is, if nothing else, sensitive to the direction of political winds. If a newly crypto-friendly Congress were to pass the industry's desired legislation in a bipartisan way, a President Harris might feel great pressure to sign it.

And even if Trump and Harris do nothing to help crypto, the technology has by now proved its indestructibility. As if to drive home the point, 99Bitcoin's obituary tracker seems to have dropped off this year. The last entry is from April. I messaged the site's owner to ask if he was still updating it. He didn't respond.
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A Bogus New Rationale for Trump's Economic Agenda

His allies now claim that he wouldn't really impose massive global tariffs if elected. But the uncertainty created by threats is bad enough.

by Scott Lincicome




Perhaps the most levelheaded defense of Donald Trump's misguided plan for steep global tariffs is that they'll never be imposed. Trump surrogates have lately been assuring the business world that the former president will, if elected, use merely the threat of across-the-board import taxes of 10 to 20 percent to pressure other countries to lower their own barriers to American goods. The result: freer trade among participating nations, and more revenue for American companies, without ever firing anything more than a warning shot.

Howard Lutnick, a billionaire co-chair of the Trump transition, recently made a version of this argument on CNBC, using the auto industry as an example. "If we said, 'We're going to tariff you the way you tariff us,' do you think they're going to allow Mercedes and all these Japanese companies and Porsches and BMWs to all of a sudden have 100 percent tariffs in America?" he said. "Of course not. They're going to come and negotiate, and their tariffs are going to come down, and finally Ford and General Motors are going to be able to sell in these places."

The idea that the White House can use import restrictions to affect foreign governments' policies is not entirely without precedent. Research shows that from the 1970s through the early 1990s, various administrations sometimes succeeded in prying open foreign markets by threatening tariffs or other protectionist measures. A reasonable case can even be made that Trump's 2019 promise to slap 10 percent tariffs on Mexican imports helped push our southern neighbor to cooperate more fully on restricting illegal immigration.

Trump's new global tariff threat, however, would likely be far less successful, and would impose significant costs even if the tariffs were never applied. The "just a threat" strategy sounds nice in the abstract but in reality suffers from fatal flaws: It ignores not only America's checkered history of such gambits but also the economic damage that threats alone can inflict on the American and global economies.

David Frum: Trump's plan to raise your taxes

The occasional tariff-threat success stories are exceptions to a broader negative trend. In a comprehensive analysis of every U.S. unfair-trade investigation from 1975 to 1993--91 cases targeting foreign discrimination against U.S. goods, services, and intellectual property--Kimberly Ann Elliott and Thomas O. Bayard found that American efforts to pressure foreign countries to open up their markets were successful less than half of the time. The authors' definition of "success" was generous to U.S. officials: It could include just the partial achievement of U.S. objectives and result in no actual trade liberalization. Even then, the wins occurred mostly when a single country was dependent on the U.S. market--a situation that applies to only a few countries today--and during a short period in the mid-1980s, when the U.S. had far more economic heft in global markets than it has now. (China in 1991, for example, shipped almost one-third of its exports to the United States; today, the number is about 15 percent.) When the U.S. government actually applied trade restrictions, moreover, the strategy worked only twice in 12 tries. In the other 10 cases, foreign governments did not acquiesce to American demands; despite new U.S. protectionism, they kept in place the policies and practices to which Washington objected.

Trump-era trade actions have encountered similar difficulties. No nation lowered its tariffs on U.S. goods in response to tariffs imposed, or merely threatened, during the Trump administration, and most of those U.S. tariffs remain in force today. Even worse, several foreign governments--in China, the European Union, India, Turkey, Canada, Mexico, and Russia--retaliated against U.S. exports, which in some cases remain depressed. Since then, Trump's "Phase One" deal with Beijing, signed in early 2020 and hailed as proof that the tariffs were working, because China had agreed to buy American farm goods and open certain domestic markets, has fizzled out; China has largely failed to follow through. And, as the current U.S. Trade Representative Katherine Tai just confirmed, the China tariffs have not changed Chinese government policies or behavior.

Overall, a recent analysis of the Trump-era retaliation shows that "a one percentage point increase in foreign tariffs was associated with a 3.9 percent reduction in U.S. exports." So Trump's previous strategic tariff experiment resulted in less trade, not more, and America is still paying for it.

Just the threat of a tariff also can inflict considerable economic costs, because it increases uncertainty for business, which has been found to reduce U.S. investment, output, and hiring. An unpredictable policy environment gives private companies an incentive to stay out of the U.S. market until policy is clarified, resulting in a lower level of current economic activity overall. Numerous studies have confirmed these effects, but they're really just common sense: Who would want to wager millions of dollars on a new U.S. facility that might soon face higher production costs, or be unable to sell products abroad, thanks to possible tariffs?

Various measures of what economists refer to as "trade policy uncertainty," or TPU, spiked during Trump's time in office as he routinely announced or teased radical changes to U.S. tariff policy on Twitter. According to one index, average TPU during the Trump administration was the highest recorded under any president since 1960, when the series began. A study in the Journal of Monetary Economics estimated that the increase in Trump-era uncertainty reduced aggregate U.S. investment by $23 to $47 billion in 2018 alone.

American trade law compounds this uncertainty by giving the president broad and ambiguous power to quickly impose new tariffs without congressional input or approval. As my Cato Institute colleague Clark Packard and I detail in a new paper, following the Smoot-Hawley tariff debacle of the 1930s--in which Congress dramatically increased U.S. protectionism and thereby set off a global trade war that deepened the Great Depression--the legislative branch delegated much of its constitutional trade authority to the executive. Congress assumed that the president, with national constituency and foreign-affairs responsibilities under Article II, was less likely to repeat Smoot-Hawley. This approach to U.S. trade policy making worked reasonably well for 80-plus years, but Trump (and, to a lesser degree, Joe Biden) exposed a key flaw: The laws at issue are so broad and ambiguous as to allow a president to unilaterally impose or maintain damaging tariffs on dubious grounds.

Roge Karma: Reaganomics is on its last legs

Over the past seven years, moreover, U.S. courts have rejected every challenge to the Trump-era tariffs on steel, aluminum, and Chinese imports, and to the laws under which the tariffs were imposed. Judges have proved to be particularly deferential to the executive branch in cases alleged to involve "national security," a term so broad and undefined that one Trump-administration lawyer famously refused to concede that it couldn't apply to imported peanut butter.

Given this precedent, the next president will effectively have a green light to impose new tariffs--and dictate U.S. trade policy--with little concern that the other branches of government will stand in the way. Any such tariffs, as well as their size and scope, will thus come down to the whims of one person in the Oval Office, who might be Trump. Future courts might find global, across-the-board tariffs to be fundamentally different from past actions and thus beyond the bounds of whatever law was used to justify them, but that outcome is far from guaranteed. Until Congress changes the law, trade policy will be vulnerable to abuse and will therefore continue to thicken the fog surrounding trillions of dollars in annual U.S. trade.

That fog is, unfortunately, again building up as trade-policy uncertainty has climbed back to levels not seen since Trump's time in office. His victory next week would likely boost uncertainty even more, with inevitable collateral damage to the U.S. investment climate and economy. Indeed, with reports of corporate angst and delayed investment already proliferating, the damage appears to have already begun.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2024/10/trump-tariffs-economic-uncertainty/680427/?utm_source=feed
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The Most Opinionated Man in America

<span>Mike Solana, a Peter Thiel protege, has made his<span> </span></span>Pirate Wires<span><span> </span>newsletter a must-read among the anti-woke investor class--and a window into what the most powerful people in tech really think.</span>

by Christopher Beam




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


Mike Solana has opinions. Here are a few of them: Building stuff is good. The media are unduly harsh on tech companies. Labeling things as "misinformation" is just an excuse to stifle speech. Donald Trump is "the greatest clown in human history" (though not entirely in a bad way), the court cases against him are "fake show trials," and J. D. Vance would be "a great guy in the White House." The siege of the Capitol on January 6 was a "riot" like many others the previous year. Also, the Capitol rioters should have been shot. (He later retracted this one.) Kamala Harris is a joke of a presidential candidate, but it'd be fun to get a drink with her and gossip about members of Congress. The Democrats are "no longer a free-speech party." Fewer people should vote. Germany is "a very stupid nation," but France is cool. Marvel movies are good. Cats are bad. The moon should be a state.

Solana has shared these views--and many more--on Pirate Wires, the newsletter turned website that he started in 2020, as well as on his podcast of the same name. He's also prolific on X, where he lobs takes to his quarter-million followers and trolls his haters--mostly on the left--from behind his distinctive avatar, a portrait of Ulysses S. Grant, and where Elon Musk regularly replies to his posts.

I was curious to see if the corporeal Solana matched the online version. When we met up at his favorite dive bar in Miami, where he lives, he did not disappoint, riffing on topics as varied as immigration (we need to slow it down to allow for assimilation), gay identity (it doesn't make sense as a category), and his theory that the Marvel villain Thanos is a typical "environmentalist" because he wants to eliminate half the human population. Solana delivers his spiels with a sunny, earnest energy; with his large eyes and lively brows, he looks like a friendly Pixar dog. So it's a bit jarring to hear him hold forth on, say, why liberals hate themselves.

For years, Solana played a supporting role in the tech world, serving as the chief marketing officer for Founders Fund, Peter Thiel's venture-capital firm. Solana calls Thiel his mentor, and says he owes his career to him.

Solana started Pirate Wires during the pandemic and has built it into a small media company covering tech, politics, and culture. After raising money from Thiel and Founders Fund, among others, in 2023, he hired a handful of staff. The Pirate Wires free daily newsletter now has 100,000 subscribers, mostly young men, according to Solana. (He would not disclose how many readers have signed up for paid subscriptions, which provide expanded access to the site.) It has become a must-read among Silicon Valley's anti-woke crowd, including some of tech's most influential figures, and a grudging should-read for journalists and some on the left trying to glimpse the thinking of the masters of the Thiel-verse.

Solana's rise corresponds with the ascent of a new political ideology in Silicon Valley, one that mixes pro-tech, anti-media, and Trump-curious sentiments. To the extent that Pirate Wires has a thesis statement, it might be Solana's pinned post on X: "I just want us to be fucking amazing." From his perspective, the good guys are the ones trying to build stuff, while the bad guys are the ones getting in the way. These bad guys take many forms: regulators, censors, scolds, environmentalists, and "decels." Solana doesn't think the stuff the good guys build is always good. They can create phones that addict people, apps that spy on them, or--perhaps worst of all--generative-AI tools that refuse to show white people. But Solana trusts their motivations, and he thinks we should hear them out.

"Technology is neither good nor bad," he told me. "I think that it just changes the world, and there's always a trade-off. And the question is, is it worth the trade-off? And I think most of it is."

Solana rejects efforts to categorize his political views. He used to be a libertarian, then he was a Marxist, then he became libertarian again, only more so. Now he says he's open to government taking a role in problem-solving--"I'm fine with taxes," he said--and considers himself a pragmatist: "I just want things to work. I just want a new rail system. If I have to be left-wing, sure, I'll be left-wing until the rail is finished. And then what else do I want? I want crime to be illegal. Is that right-wing? Okay, I'll be right-wing then." In practice, Solana articulates a politics that could be described as less pro-Trump than anti-anti-Trump. It's often a matter of emphasis: Whatever the right might be doing wrong, the left's reaction is worse.

Pirate Wires itself is a mix of opinion essays by Solana and others, interviews with major tech figures such as Jack Dorsey and Palmer Luckey, and reporting on tech and San Francisco politics largely from a left-critical perspective. Solana said his target reader is "a smart guy in tech or business, in his 20s or 30s, who feels a little disaffected by the conversations around him and craves community with like-minded people." The message seems to be: We're having more fun than you. Join us.

For now, Solana is juggling Pirate Wires with his day job at Founders Fund. To his detractors, this fact suggests that Pirate Wires is simply the house organ for Silicon Valley billionaires. But Solana stresses that the site is separate from the investment firm--Thiel has no editorial control--and says he wants it to be more than just an "anti-woke New York Times op-ed page." "I want to be generating real news about the industry," he said. Whether that's possible while conducting friendly interviews with allies and taking orders from Thiel by day is an open question.

Solana's favorite movie is The Matrix. He was 13 when it came out, in 1999, and what resonated most, besides its philosophy, was its portrayal of camaraderie. "I think everybody wants to feel like they're in this secret crew with special knowledge about the world, right?" he said. "You're looking at this dystopian environment and you're thinking, Wouldn't it be cool if I was there?"

Solana grew up in a cramped house on the Jersey Shore, the son of a teacher and an on-and-off construction worker. He got mediocre grades until senior year of high school, when, he said, he decided to pay attention in class and became an A student. "This feeling of being the smart one in class became super addicting," he said. "I loved being better than everybody else."

At Boston University, Solana grew irritated watching other kids coast. "I used to wreck people in class," he said. This was his Marxist phase. Solana explains himself during that period as "a boy who realized he wanted to date other boys in the Bush years and needed a place to go where people said, There's nothing wrong with you." But then one day in class, he was arguing against property rights when he realized that he didn't believe what he was saying. He turned back to libertarianism.

After college, Solana took an internship at Farrar, Straus and Giroux and then a job as an editorial assistant at Penguin Books in New York City. The imprint where he worked, TarcherPenguin, specialized in titles on metaphysics, the occult, and other offbeat topics. Mitch Horowitz, who was then Tarcher's editor in chief and has written several books on the occult as well as hosting the Discovery series Alien Encounters: Fact or Fiction, told me he felt an affinity with Solana. "I knew the experience of feeling like an outsider," Horowitz said.

In 2009, Solana read an essay by Thiel called "The Education of a Libertarian," in which Thiel lays out a vision for how to "escape" politics by means of the internet, outer space, and living at sea. (It's the essay in which Thiel famously wrote, "I no longer believe that freedom and democracy are compatible.") Solana reached out to the Thiel-backed Seasteading Institute--an organization dedicated to establishing semiautonomous ocean-based communities--and offered to work for free. He began organizing meetups in New York, and Thiel came to the first one. "He said he had a book he was working on but didn't know anything about publishing," Solana said. "I was like, 'Great--I know everything about publishing.'"

Barton Gellman: Peter Thiel is taking a break from democracy

Solana moved to San Francisco to work for Thiel, who needed help preparing to teach a Stanford class on start-ups. Solana and another young colleague would stay up late creating slides, download them onto two thumb drives, and commute separately from San Francisco to Palo Alto in case one of them hit traffic. The class was a digest of Thiel's business philosophy--including the idea that monopolies can be good and "competition is for losers"--and became the basis for his best-selling book, Zero to One.

Solana wasn't an obvious fit for Founders Fund. He felt intimidated being surrounded by experts in investing and engineering. But the company didn't have a PR department, so Solana took up the task, in addition to organizing events and running the firm's branding. He was also doing his own writing. In 2014, he published a sci-fi novel, Citizen Sim, and got a starred review in Kirkus Reviews. But he largely avoided writing about politics. "It felt much bigger than me," Solana said of his fiction. "I didn't want to poison that with my own opinions."

That gradually changed after the 2016 election. "I was like, I'd follow this man to hell," Solana said, of Thiel. "And then he endorsed Trump, and I did." Solana was never exactly a Trump fan, but he found the left's reaction to Trump's presidency hysterical. "Trump's purpose was the same as a court jester," he told me. "He existed to throw the curtain back and point at the reality of what our government is and how it functions and what we're capable of and what America is right now." Solana started tweeting more, and his tweets were sharp and unvarnished. ("Imagine being as good at anything as germany is at fascism"; "journalists don't miss gawker, they miss power.") His follower count grew.

In March 2020, he created a podcast called Problematic and soon started writing a newsletter. Solana says the name Pirate Wires came to him as if it were a memory. (The protagonist in his sci-fi novel has a similar experience when discovering his powers.) It evokes various antecedents: pirate radio, digital piracy, piracy on the high seas--romantic rule-breaking for fun and profit. He stopped worrying about his political opinions hurting his career as a fiction writer: "I realized that this was my work."




In June of this year, Solana published a manifesto titled "We Are the Media Now." In it, he tells the familiar story of how, over the past two decades, news organizations went from comfortable businesses subsidized by classifieds to click-hungry digital-content machines reliant on display advertising. Their mistake, he writes, was a failure to control their distribution, which led to a collapse when Facebook and other social-media companies turned down the traffic spigot.

Solana says he's designed Pirate Wires around the inbox. "That's all that matters now," he said. "If you don't have distribution, you're not a media company." There's an intimacy to being in a reader's digital space, he says, which lends itself to a more personal form of writing. The challenge of the inbox is creating enough content without overwhelming the reader. For Solana, that means keeping it brief. The daily newsletter is three quick takes with no outbound links, so a reader can digest it and move on with their day. "You wake up; you read it; you're like, Fuck yeah, fuck yeah, fuck yeah," Solana said. Paid subscriptions are $20 a month or $120 annually--fairly steep for the amount of material you get.

The problem with most establishment media, Solana said, is they're all doing the same thing. "The New York Times has a very distinct style that happens to be very popular," he said. "The Washington Post, the L.A. Times--they're just doing New York Times drag worse, much worse." What makes Pirate Wires distinctive, he says, is its point of view, which leads it to report stories that liberal-leaning outlets might not.

Media coverage of technology goes through cycles. In the 1980s and '90s, it was largely booster-ish. Steven Levy's book Hackers valorized the "heroes of the computer revolution," and Tracy Kidder's The Soul of a New Machine portrayed engineers as romantic obsessives. Wired magazine charted the rise of the personal computer and commercial internet with nerdy glee. The dot-com crash induced a brief bout of skepticism, but the following decade and a half saw a return to form as Google, Amazon, and Facebook ascended.

After Trump was elected, journalists turned a critical eye on the industry, and a thousand scandals bloomed: Cambridge Analytica, Uber's efforts to evade law enforcement, alleged sexual misconduct at Google, the Facebook Papers. Theranos was exposed as a fraud and WeWork as a folly. "Move fast and break things" went from promise to threat, while start-ups pledging to "make the world a better place" became a punch line on HBO's Silicon Valley. Also, Juicero.

But to many in Silicon Valley, the "techlash" felt like an overcorrection. The solution, according to some tech leaders: "going direct." That is, bypassing news outlets and communicating directly with one's audience, be it on X or one's own website or podcast. Jason Calacanis, an investor and a co-host of the popular All-In podcast, told me in an email that he advises founders not to talk with journalists at "left-leaning publications": "You'll get slaughtered if you speak to The Atlantic, The New York Times, or NPR. Going direct allows you to reach more folks and avoid having your message distorted by an angry journalist looking to score points with their paid subscribers." Calacanis added that he planned to post his responses to my questions on X, lest I misquote him.

Tech-insider media such as Pirate Wires might be considered a half step between the traditional route and going direct. Garry Tan, the CEO of the start-up incubator Y Combinator, says Pirate Wires is taking advantage of the "atomization" of media, in which readers have relationships with specific people rather than institutions. "Solana is a hybrid creature--he's got one foot in the tech world, but he's also just an actually good writer with a lot of access," says Liz Wolfe, an assistant editor at Reason magazine who writes about tech. "A layperson could feasibly read Pirate Wires and understand what a whole bunch of people in Silicon Valley are talking about behind closed doors that I think frankly a lot of the tech press isn't aware of."

In "We Are the Media Now," Solana implores tech workers to "give us information. Why are you sharing scoops with journalists who hate you?"

Mat Honan, the editor in chief of MIT Technology Review, told me he started following Solana for his media criticism. "Even when he was totally wrong or being an asshole, I thought he was funny," Honan said. Ben Smith, the editor in chief and a co-founder of Semafor, told me he's "basically a fan" of Pirate Wires. "It's a valuable articulation of how a slice of powerful people in Silicon Valley see the world," Smith said.

Solana does have blind spots, Smith added. "When Mike writes about the media, it reminds me of the way the media writes about Silicon Valley: These are plausible theories if you haven't had much contact with the workings of an industry you're writing about."

As for Solana urging tech-industry readers to share information with him instead of with journalists who "hate you," Smith said there's a word for this: access journalism. "That's a very classic pitch you hear every day in Washington," Smith said. "I guess he's really learning."

"He's a little bit of a bitch," Solana told me, claiming that Smith had made condescending comments about him and Pirate Wires online. Smith said he didn't know what Solana was talking about. "He should report that out," Smith said.

In January 2022, Solana organized a summit called Hereticon. Billed as a conference for "thoughtcrime," the event--held at the Faena Hotel in Miami Beach--featured speakers on topics including UFOs, cyborgs, sex work, hypnosis, polyamory, and eugenics. Mitch Horowitz, Solana's former boss, gave a talk on why ESP is real. Grimes DJed, while Elon Musk bobbed his head in the background. According to attendees, there was an unofficial rooftop party with Jeffrey Epstein-themed decor. (Solana said he wasn't aware of this party.)

"Heresy" is a recurring theme in Solana's work. It's likely what endeared him to Thiel, whose whole thing, according to Solana and others, is contrarianism. (Thiel did not respond to interview requests.) It also informs Solana's views on tech. "Technology itself is a little bit heretical," he said. "It's fundamentally destabilizing of power." Even if one form of technology becomes dominant, another will eventually come along to subvert it. And anyway, he thinks the media's portrayal of Silicon Valley is largely a caricature. "I've never met a 'tech bro,'" he said on his podcast.

Lately, however, the mainstream media has published plenty of positive tech coverage, including a string of sympathetic profiles of Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang and Anduril founder Palmer Luckey. In this environment, Solana's plea for scoops from tech workers because the mainstream press "hates" them might not land in quite the same way. Which raises questions about what will make Pirate Wires distinctive going forward.

Solana told me he wants to do more original reporting. He has scored interviews with some of the biggest names in tech, including Jack Dorsey after his exit from Bluesky. Earlier this year, after Solana wrote an acid critique of Google's Gemini AI image generator, a number of Google employees contacted him, yielding a follow-up article arguing that the company's DEI-driven "culture of fear" makes it hard to ship good products. The two articles became the site's most popular ever.

But unlike tech, reporting doesn't scale--as media outlets have been learning the hard way for decades. It's expensive and time-consuming. Another possible obstacle: Solana's boss at Founders Fund. "I hate talking about Peter," he said once when I mentioned Thiel. (We were sitting in the blindingly sunlit office of Founders Fund in Miami, and one of his Pirate Wires employees was working in a conference room down the hall.) In another conversation, Solana said his affiliation with Founders Fund has upsides and downsides. It opens doors and gives him insight into the worlds of tech and finance that other writers might not have. At the same time, if there were a scandal involving a start-up in the fund's portfolio, he might not be the one to break the news. He also said he sometimes misses scoops because he agrees not to report on a portfolio company's new feature. And although Thiel doesn't have any control over what Pirate Wires publishes, Solana said, he's not likely to commission a story that reflects negatively on his mentor: "There are a thousand places you can go to write a Peter Thiel takedown," he said. "Should you expect that from Pirate Wires? No, of course not. He's a friend of mine."

Solana points out that he criticizes tech companies plenty. And this is true. But it's almost always through a cultural or political lens. He mocked Google's AI for its inability to generate images of white people. He derides attempts to moderate social media as "censorship." A recent Pirate Wires series highlighted how political disputes among Wikipedia editors sometimes shape the site's content. Solana seems less bothered by tech companies' economic power. He has criticized Lina Khan's crackdown on tech companies for alleged monopolistic behavior--"She really has a problem with people making lots of money," he said on his podcast--and called VCs' support for Khan a "self-own." He dismissed congressional grilling of tech executives as punishment for "winning."

Kaitlyn Tiffany: What's with all the Trumpy VCs?

He saves his harshest words for the people trying to curb what they describe as "hate speech," "misinformation," and "disinformation," but which, Solana argues, is really just speech they don't like. When Trump was kicked off Twitter and Facebook after January 6, Solana equated it to the president being "erased from the internet." The 2022 suspension of the "manosphere" influencer (and now alleged human-trafficker) Andrew Tate from social-media platforms for misogynistic comments amounted to "Stasi shit."

Part of the challenge for Solana is that journalism and free-speech crusading, although often aligned, are not the same thing. In June, Solana got a scoop when someone told him that a Trump-themed crypto token called $DJT had the backing of Donald Trump's son Barron. If a traditional news outlet had been covering this story, it probably would have added some important context--particularly the fact that no one in the Trump family had confirmed on the record that the coin was, in fact, "official."

Instead, Solana posted to the Pirate Wires X account: "Per conversations, Trump is launching an official token--$DJT on Solana. Barron spearheading." (Solana is the name of a crypto blockchain; no relation to the man.) He also posted a link to the token's location on the blockchain so readers could see that it indeed existed--and, if they wanted, buy it.

After the Pirate Wires post, the coin's value skyrocketed. A frenzy ensued, as crypto enthusiasts tried to confirm Solana's claim that Barron Trump was involved; many assumed that Pirate Wires had been hacked. Martin Shkreli, the infamous businessman who was convicted of securities fraud in 2017, came forward, announcing that he had helped create the coin along with Barron and a third person, and that the project had Donald Trump's blessing. But Barron never confirmed his involvement, and the coin quickly tanked.

The whole affair had the trappings of a classic pump and dump. According to analyses of blockchain transactions, insiders--including one wallet that was also invested in another Shkreli crypto project--made millions off the announcement. (Shkreli declined to be interviewed for this article except on the condition that his criminal record not be mentioned.)

Did Solana's anonymous source use Pirate Wires to profit from the announcement? I asked Solana if he'd considered the motives of the person who'd leaked him the Trump-coin information. "I don't really care what their motivation was," he said. To him, it was news because it said something about Donald Trump's interest in cryptocurrency.

Solana told me that starting a media company has given him a greater understanding of the challenges facing traditional news organizations. "What I try and do is give people their flowers when they deserve them more," he said. For example, he admired The New York Times' early reporting on the second assassination attempt on Trump. In response, he started writing a post praising the newspaper for its coverage. "Then they published this piece calling out Trump's 'history of violent rhetoric,' which to my ear implicitly blamed him for the assassination attempt, and I thought, Fuck! Goddamn it, I was wrong."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/10/mike-solana-pirate-wires/680355/?utm_source=feed
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        'The Iranian Period Is Finished'
        Robert F. Worth

        At the end of September, when Israel's campaign to destroy Hezbollah was reaching its height, I met one of the group's supporters in a seaside cafe in western Beirut. He was a middle-aged man with a thin white beard and the spent look of someone who had not slept for days. He was an academic of sorts, not a fighter, but his ties to Hezbollah were deep and long-standing."We're in a big battle, like never before," he said as soon as he sat down. "Hezbollah has not faced what Israel is now waging, n...

      

      
        Photos: The Spirit of Halloween 2024
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Over the past several weeks, people around the world have been celebrating the season of Halloween--dressing up, taking part in parades and festivals, hosting parties, and braving trips through haunted houses (and at least one haunted car wash). Collected below are photos that capture some of these ...

      

      
        How Israel Could Be Changing Iran's Nuclear Calculus
        Uri Friedman

        The latest salvo in the decades-long conflict between Iran and Israel lit up the predawn sky over Tehran on Saturday. Israeli aircraft encountered little resistance as they struck military targets in retaliation for an Iranian attack earlier this month. Although Iran appeared to downplay its impact, the strike was Israel's largest ever against the Islamic Republic. It raised not only the specter of full-scale war but also a prospect that experts told me has become much more conceivable in recent ...

      

      
        Giant Mythological Puppets Stage a Show in Toulouse
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Over the past three days, the streets of Toulouse, France, hosted an urban opera titled The Guardian of the Temple--The Gates of Darkness, in which three massive robotic puppets of mythological creatures--Lilith the scorpion woman, Asterion the Minotaur, and Ariane the spider--performed in seve...

      

      
        Full-On War Between Israel and Iran Isn't Inevitable
        Arash Azizi

        It took 25 days, but in the early hours today, Israel responded to Iran's salvo of missiles earlier this month. The operation, named "Days of Repentance," was the most significant attack on Iran by any country since the 1980s. The Iranian regime's years of waging a shadow war on Israel have finally brought the violence home, something the regime had repeatedly promised its people it would avoid.The attacks were significant, and likely to cause considerable damage. At least four officers of the Ir...
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Flooding in the Moroccan desert, a volcanic eruption in Mexico, an illuminated abbey in England, a space-shuttle mock-up in California, a snacking bear in Scotland, a giant pigeon in New York City, and much more.

To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are publishe...

      

      
        What Is Russia Doing With North Korean Troops?
        Phillips Payson O'Brien

        Thousands of North Korean troops are now in Russia, preparing to help Russian dictator Vladimir Putin's war of conquest in Ukraine. The newly arrived soldiers reportedly come from the Special Operations Force--the most capable part of North Korea's army--and could be deployed in Russia's Kursk region, in an effort to take back territory that Ukraine seized in an offensive this past summer. But Western military observers can only guess at how well equipped they are or how well trained they'll be rel...

      

      
        Photos of the 1893 Chicago World's Fair
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One hundred thirty-one years ago, Chicago hosted the World's Columbian Exposition, also known as the Chicago World's Fair, which recorded more than 25 million admissions from May 1 through October 31, 1893. The overall theme was to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus lan...

      

      
        Taiwan Has a Trump Problem
        Michael Schuman

        Donald Trump was right when he warned at the Republican National Convention in July that China is "circling Taiwan" and that a "growing specter of conflict" hangs over the island. But his supposed concern hasn't stopped him from signaling to Beijing that he might not intervene militarily if China launches an invasion. "Taiwan should pay us for defense," he said in June, sounding less like the potential leader of the free world than a mafioso running a protection racket.Trump's rhetoric shows how ...

      

      
        Iranian Dissidents Don't Want War With Israel--But They Can't Stop It
        Arash Azizi

        There is something ironic about the fact that, of all the countries in the Middle East, Iran is the one that now finds itself on the brink of war with Israel. Iran is not one of the 22 Arab states party to the decades-long Arab-Israeli conflict. Its population, unlike those of many Arab countries, harbors little anti-Israel sentiment. During the past year, mass rallies in support of the Palestinians have taken place in cities all over the world: Baghdad, Sanaa, New York, and Madrid, to name only ...
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'The Iranian Period Is Finished'

Hezbollah's losses have led some in Lebanon to imagine a future without it.

by Robert F. Worth




At the end of September, when Israel's campaign to destroy Hezbollah was reaching its height, I met one of the group's supporters in a seaside cafe in western Beirut. He was a middle-aged man with a thin white beard and the spent look of someone who had not slept for days. He was an academic of sorts, not a fighter, but his ties to Hezbollah were deep and long-standing.

"We're in a big battle, like never before," he said as soon as he sat down. "Hezbollah has not faced what Israel is now waging, not in 1982, not in 2006. It is a total war."

He talked quickly, anxiously. Only a few days earlier, Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah, had been killed in a bombardment of the group's south-Beirut stronghold, and my companion--he asked that I not name him, because he is not authorized to speak on the group's behalf--made clear that he was still in a state of shock and grief. Israeli bombs were destroying houses and rocket-launch sites across southern Lebanon, in the Bekaa valley, and in Beirut; many of his friends had been killed or maimed. He had even heard talk of something that had seemed unthinkable until now: Iran, which created Hezbollah around 1982, might cut off support to the group, a decision that could reconfigure the politics of the Middle East.

Read: Hezbollah waged war against the people of my country

When I asked about this, he said after an uneasy pause: "There are questions." He said he personally trusts Iran, but then added, as if trying to convince me: "It's as if you raised a son, he's your jewel, now 42 years old, and you abandon him? No. It doesn't make sense."

He kept talking rapid-fire, as though seeking to restore his self-confidence. The resistance still had its weapons, he said, and the fighters on the border were ready. Israel's soldiers would dig their own graves and would soon be begging for a cease-fire.

But his speech slowed, and the doubts crept back. He mentioned Ahmed Shukairi, the first chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization, who said shortly before the outbreak of the 1967 Six-Day War, "Those [Israelis] who survive will remain in Palestine. I estimate that none of them will survive." Shukairi's vain illusions were not something to emulate. "I don't want to be like him," the man said.

It took a moment for the historical analogy to register: He was telling me that he thought Hezbollah, the movement he was so devoted to, might well be on the verge of total destruction. We both paused for a moment and sipped our tea. The only noise was the waves gently washing the shore outside, an incongruously peaceful sound in a country at war.

"This tea we're drinking," he said. "We don't know if it's our last."


A shop in eastern Beirut on September 23 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



Two months of war have transformed Lebanon. Hezbollah, the Shiite movement that seemed almost invincible, is now crippled, its top commanders dead or in hiding. The scale of this change is hard for outsiders to grasp. Hezbollah is not just a militia but almost a state of its own, more powerful than the weak and divided Lebanese government, and certainly more powerful than the Lebanese army. Formed under the tutelage of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, it has long been the leading edge of Tehran's "Axis of Resistance," alongside Hamas, the Shiite militias of Iraq, and the Houthi movement in Yemen. Hezbollah is also the patron and bodyguard of Lebanon's Shiite Muslims, with a duly elected bloc in the national parliament (Christians and Muslims are allocated an equal share of seats). Hezbollah smuggles in not just weapons, but billions of dollars from Iran. It runs banks, hospitals, a welfare system, and a parallel economy of tax-free imports and drug trafficking that has enriched and empowered the once-downtrodden Shiite community.

Hezbollah has long justified reckless wars against Israel with appeals to pan-Arab pride: The liberation of Palestine was worth any sacrifice. But the devastation of this conflict extends far beyond Hezbollah and cannot be brushed off so easily. Almost a quarter of Lebanon's people have fled their homes, and many are now sleeping in town squares, on roads, on beaches. Burned-out ambulances and heaps of garbage testify to the state's long absence. Many people are traumatized or in mourning; others talk manically about dethroning Hezbollah, and perhaps with it, Lebanon's centuries-old system of sectarian power-sharing. There is a millenarian energy in the air, a wild hope for change that veers easily into the fear of civil war.

A few stark facts stand out. First, Israel is no longer willing to tolerate Hezbollah's arsenal on its border, and will continue its campaign of air strikes and ground war until it is forced to stop--whether from exhaustion or, more likely, by an American-sponsored cease-fire that is very unlikely before the next U.S. president is sworn in. Second, no one is offering to rebuild the blasted towns and villages of southern Lebanon when this is over, the way the oil-rich Gulf States did after the last major war with Israel, in 2006. Nor will Iran be able to replenish the group's arsenal or its coffers. Hezbollah may or may not survive, but it will not be the entity it was.

I heard the same questions every day during two weeks in Lebanon in September and October, from old friends and total strangers. When will the war stop? Will they bomb us too--we who are not with Hezbollah? Will there be a civil war? And most poignant of all, from an artist whose Beirut apartment was a haven for me during the years I lived in Lebanon: Should I send my daughter out of this country?
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On a sunny morning in early October, I drove south out of Beirut on the highway that runs along the Mediterranean, toward the border with Israel. Just outside the city, dark smoke trails became visible on both sides of the road--last night's air strikes. New ones appear every morning, like a visual scorecard of the war's progress. There were other cars on the road at first, but beyond the coastal city of Sidon, the highway was empty.

My driver, visibly anxious, drove more than 90 miles per hour. Yellow Hezbollah banners fluttered in the breeze, alongside brand-new martyr billboards that read Nasrallah Aat ("Nasrallah Is Coming")--a play on his name, which means "victory of God" in Arabic. We passed several charred and overturned cars. On the northbound side of the road, dozens of abandoned but undamaged vehicles were parked on the shoulder. These had been left by families fleeing the war in the south, my Lebanese fixer explained; they had run out of gas and apparently continued on foot. Her own family had fled the south in the same way.

After a little more than an hour, we reached the outskirts of Tyre, an ancient city in southern Lebanon. It is usually a lively place, but we found it eerily deserted, with shattered buildings marking the sites of bombings here and there. We passed some of the city's Roman ruins, and for a moment, I felt as if I'd been transported into one of the Orientalist sketches made by 19th-century European travelers in the Levant, an antique landscape shorn of its people.

We had been directed by the Lebanese army--which maintains a reconnaissance and policing role in the south--to go to the Rest House, a gated resort. There, on a broad terrace overlooking a magnificent beach, we found a cluster of aid workers and TV journalists smoking and chatting under a tarp, with their cameras set on tripods and pointed south. This was as close as any observer could get to the war. Beyond us was an undulating coastline and green hills stretching to the Israeli border, about 12 miles away. There, just beyond our vision, Israeli ground troops were battling Hezbollah's fighters, near villages that had been turned to rubble.

I was staring out at the sea, mesmerized by the beauty and stillness of the place, when a whooshing sound made me jolt. I looked to my left and saw a volley of projectiles shooting into the air, perhaps 200 yards away. They vanished into the blue sky, angled southward and leaving tufts of white smoke behind them. I felt a rush of panic: These must be Hezbollah rockets. Didn't this mean Israel would strike back at the launch site, awfully close to us? But one of the Arab journalists waved my worries away. "It happens a lot," he said. War is like that. You get used to it, until the assumptions change and the missiles land on you.

Not far away, camped out on the Rest House's blue deck chairs, I found a family of 20 refugees who had left their village 11 days earlier. One of them was a tall, sweet-faced 18-year-old named Samar, dressed in a black shawl and headscarf, who sat very still as she described the moment when the war got too close.

"I saw a missile right above me--I thought it would hit us," she said. "I felt I was blind for a moment when the missiles struck." Everything shook, and a rush of dust and smoke made it hard to breathe. Five or six missiles had hit a neighboring house where a funeral was under way, killing one of the family's neighbors and injuring about 60 others. "It was as close as that umbrella," she said, pointing to the poolside parasol about 15 feet from us.

The whole family fled, then returned a few hours later to get some belongings, only to be blasted awake that night by another Israeli strike that shattered the remaining windows of the house. They all ran to the main square of the village and huddled there, praying, until dawn, when they drove to the Rest House. They have not been home since. They live on handouts from aid workers and journalists, and do not know if their house is still standing.

I heard stories like these again and again across Lebanon, from families who had fled their homes and some who were reduced to begging. The displaced are everywhere, and they have transformed the country's demographic map. In the west-Beirut neighborhood of Hamra, a historically leftist and secular enclave, you now see large numbers of women in Islamic dress. I saw them in Christian neighborhoods, in the mountains, even in the far north. You can almost feel the suspicion that locals direct at them as you walk past.

Some locals have welcomed displaced people and offered them free meals; others have turned them away, and many landlords have ripped them off for profit. "Everybody is saying, 'Why do you come and rent in our civilian neighborhoods? You are endangering everybody around you,'" a friend told me in the northern city of Tripoli. The danger was real, and it could be seen in the evolving pattern of Israeli strikes, which moved from Shiite enclaves to what had been considered safe areas in the mountains and the north. Hezbollah's fighters appear to be leaking out of the danger zone, blending in with the refugees, and Israel has continued to track and strike them.

Some refugees have fled their homes only to stumble into even more dangerous places. Julia Ramadan, 28, was so frightened by the bombings in Beirut that she retreated to her parents' apartment, in a six-story building on a hillside in Sidon. The area is mostly Christian, and dozens of southerners had also sought shelter there. Two days after she arrived, Julia spent several hours distributing free meals to other war refugees with her brother, Ashraf. She was home with her family when a missile slammed into the building.

Hussein Ibish: Muslim American support for Trump is an act of self-sabotage.

"With the second missile, the building started to shake," Ashraf told me when I met him later. A powerfully built man who works as a fitness trainer, he had bandages on his foot and arm. "With the third and fourth, we felt the building starting to collapse."

Ashraf instinctively turned and tried to use his body to shield his father, who was sitting next to him on a couch in the family's living room. The building gave way, and father and son found themselves alive but trapped under the rubble. It took eight hours for rescuers to dig them out, and then they learned that Julia and her mother were among the dead. At least 45 people were killed, according to Lebanon's health ministry (locals told me the number was 75). Israeli officials later said a local Hezbollah commander and several operatives were in the building.

One of the first to arrive on the scene was Muhammad Ahmed Jiradi, a 31-year-old whose aunt, uncle, and cousins lived in the building. He told me he could hear the screams of the people pinned under the wreckage. One of them was his uncle, saying that his wife and children were dead. Jiradi tried frantically to move the broken concrete and steel, but he had no tools, and could manage little. Many of the trapped people died before they could be rescued, their screams gradually fading.

"I saw my aunt pulled out," Jiradi told me. "Her guts were spilling out; her head was gashed. This is the last image I have of her. I always thought of her as so beautiful. My mother wanted to see her. I said no. I told her, 'Her face was smiling.' But it's not true."

Jiradi told me these things in a listless monotone as we sat in armchairs in his spartan apartment. He had run out of money to pay for rent and food for his wife and children. He talked nonstop for an hour, periodically repeating, "I can't take it anymore." He said this not with any visible pain or emotion, but with the glazed look of someone who has lost all hope.
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Whom do the Lebanese blame for these horrors? When I asked, many of them gave me scripted answers: the Zionist enemy, of course. But some Lebanese told me that they did not want to die for the Palestinians. This was an indirect way of criticizing Hezbollah, which started this new round of fighting by launching rockets at Israeli civilian targets the day after the October 7 massacre, ostensibly to show solidarity with Hamas.

"I don't know who started this war," Jiradi told me. "I just want to live in peace."

That may sound neutral, but in Lebanon, where Hezbollah has called for resistance to Israel at any cost, the absence of ideological fervor can be a tacit refusal to comply. People often voice fatigue in private, where they aren't worried about being accused of siding with the enemy. But I even saw it on a few highway billboards. It's Enough--We're Tired, one of them read. Everyone in Lebanon knows what that means.

One afternoon, my driver, a 56-year-old man named Hassan from southern Lebanon, showed me a picture on his phone of a demolished house. It was his own, in the village of Bint Jbail, near the border with Israel. He had spent decades building it, and now the Israelis had bombed it into ruins. I expected him to erupt in anger at Israel, but then he told me why it had happened: Several Hezbollah fighters had sought shelter in his house, and Israel had targeted them there. He made clear that he held Hezbollah responsible for his loss.

Some Lebanese welcome the strikes on Hezbollah, despite the harm done to civilians. "The Israelis--it's unfortunate that civilians are dying, but they are doing us a great favor," a businessman from the north told me. He asked not to be named for fear of reprisal. "I was at a meeting today, and we were all saying, 'It's getting worse, but the worse it gets, the faster we will be out of this.'" In the same conversation, this man described his own close call with an Israeli air strike--an experience that did not lessen his hunger to see Hezbollah destroyed.

Hezbollah is keenly aware of its domestic vulnerabilities. In early October, its media wing made a bid for public sympathy by organizing a tour of the worst-hit parts of the Dahieh, the dense south-Beirut district that is home to its headquarters. By 1 p.m. that day, about 300 journalists, many of them European, were clustered together in the war zone, dressed in helmets and flak jackets, patiently waiting for their Hezbollah guides.

The Dahieh usually swarms with people, but the bombings had emptied it. We followed our Hezbollah minders through the cratered streets, many of the reporters excitedly snapping pictures of a place we'd been unable to see until now. At each bomb site, a Hezbollah official stood up and delivered a speech declaring that only civilians had been killed there, innocent women and children murdered by the Israeli "terrorists." (They did not take us to the places where Hassan Nasrallah and other commanders had been struck.) Reporters thrust out microphones to record his every word. Some clambered over the mountains of rubble, still smoking in some places, greedily edging one another out to get the best shots.

At one site, I saw a man slip past the crowd to get into his auto-repair shop. I walked up and asked him if we could speak. He told me he'd chosen this moment to check on his shop after hearing about the Hezbollah media tour, "because I know the Israelis will not bomb you guys."

He was right. The Israeli drone operators probably watched the whole weird show from the sky. You can hear the drones buzzing loudly overhead all day and all night in Beirut. Some people told me the noise kept them from sleeping. People jokingly call them Umm Kamel, or "Kamel's mother," a play on the name of the MK drone type. It is an effort to domesticate a reality that is very frightening to most Lebanese: Israel could strike them at any time. After the man from the Dahieh repair shop made his comment, I found myself looking up at the sky and wondering how I registered on the Israelis' drone screens. Could they see my American phone number? Was I, as a U.S. citizen and a journalist, a moving no-kill zone?

Israel's surveillance technologies have brought a new kind of intimacy to this war. In September, Israel detonated thousands of pagers it had surreptitiously sold to Hezbollah months earlier, wounding the group's members as they went about their daily routines. Some of the victims were struck in their groins, perhaps even emasculated, because they had their pager on their hip. Others lost eyes and hands. I spoke to a doctor at one of Lebanon's best hospitals, who described the chaos of that day, when dozens of young men were admitted without registering their names--a violation of the usual protocols, but Hezbollah was not going to give up its members' identities. Another doctor told me he received several men wounded by pagers who were all listed only as "George," a typically Christian name. He let it pass.

Even Israel's efforts to minimize civilian casualties have created a weird closeness with the enemy. Most people I know in Lebanon watch the X feed of Avichay Adraee, an Arabic-speaking Israeli military official who posts warnings about upcoming strikes. But the Israelis also place calls to individual residents in endangered areas. I spoke with a 34-year-old woman named Layal who told me that many people in her southern village, including her parents, had received calls from Israeli officials telling them to evacuate. "But some people do pranks, pretending to be Israelis," she told me, and that caused confusion. I must have looked baffled, because Layal added--as if to explain--that some of the pranksters were Syrian refugees. Many of the refugees loathe Hezbollah, which sent its fighters to bolster the Syrian regime during that country's brutal civil war.

Layal told me that one of her neighbors, a woman named Ghadir, had gotten a phone call in late September from someone who spoke Arabic with a Palestinian accent. "You are Ghadir?" the voice said. She denied it. The caller named her husband, her children, the shop across the street. Every detail was correct. The caller told her to leave her apartment. Ghadir reluctantly did so, and that night her entire building was destroyed in an air strike. Layal fled soon afterward, without waiting for a phone call; when I met her, she was living in a rented house in the mountains.

That night, from the dark roof-deck of my Beirut hotel, I watched orange flames burst upward from the city's southern edge, the aftermath of an air strike. It looked like a volcano erupting. Sounds of awe came from a cluster of young Lebanese at a table next to me; they held up their cellphones to capture the scene, posted their shots to social media, and went back to their cocktails.


A vendor from southern Lebanon selling fruit in Beirut on September 24 (Myriam Boulos / Magnum)



Hezbollah has a violent history inside Lebanon, and its domestic enemies are now sniffing the wind for signs of weakness. One of them is Achraf Rifi, the former head of one of Lebanon's main security agencies. Almost two decades ago, Rifi's investigators helped identify the Hezbollah operatives who had organized the murder of a string of Lebanese public figures, starting with former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005. That bombing destroyed an entire block on Beirut's seafront and killed 23 people. Rifi's dogged police work publicly exposed Hezbollah's willingness to kill anyone who got in its way. It also put him on the group's target list.

Rifi is 70, with an austere, stiff-backed manner, and he lives in an elegantly furnished apartment in the center of Tripoli. When I went to see him there, he walked me out onto the terrace and pointed down through the evening gloom at a red traffic barrier on the far side of the street. That spot, he said, was where a car packed with 300 pounds of TNT was parked when it exploded in August 2013, one of two simultaneous bombings in central Tripoli that killed 55 people. Rifi told me the car bombing was a joint operation by Hezbollah and Syrian intelligence, and it was intended to kill him. He was inside at the time, and was shaken but not seriously injured.

Rifi knows both parties to this war well: Not only was he the target of that Hezbollah bombing, but as the head of the Internal Security Forces, he became familiar with Israeli spycraft by dismantling 33 Israeli cells inside Lebanon (three of them were in Hezbollah). Fighting Israeli espionage was one of the few objectives he and Hezbollah shared. Rifi told me that Israel's successful infiltration of Hezbollah, which helped it kill many of the group's senior leaders, became possible during the years the group spent fighting in Syria to protect the regime of Bashar al-Assad. Off their home turf, Hezbollah's soldiers were exposed to Israeli surveillance. The Syrian war also created opportunities for self-enrichment and corruption within the organization--a problem that worsened with Lebanon's subsequent economic collapse, as newly needy people could be tempted to spy in exchange for Israeli money.

Rifi told me he thought that about 20 percent of Hezbollah commanders in the middle and upper ranks had been killed in Israel's operations this fall, including some of the group's most effective leaders. He said he thought the bleeding would continue. As a critic of Israel, he would not have hoped to see Hezbollah disarmed this way. But the job is being done.

"The Iranian period is finished, I think," Rifi told me. "In Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Yemen."

He may be right. The death of Nasrallah--the most powerful figure in Lebanon--felt like the end of an era to many people, and it ignited a frenzy of anxious speculation about what will happen next. Hezbollah's defeat, if it comes, is by no means sure to bring peace or order. Day after day, I heard people ransack past chapters of Lebanon's history for clues about the future.

One night in Tripoli, I listened to a group of friends argue for hours over an exquisite meal at a farm-to-table restaurant called Crop. (Lebanese restaurateurs have learned to take wars in stride.) One of the guests, a local city administrator who had spent years abroad, delivered an acerbic speech about Lebanon's failure to cohere as a country. "I don't see anyone who believes in a nation called Lebanon," he said. "I see the Christians, the Sunnis, the Shia, the Druze--each is loyal to his own community or party. There is no public interest."

A young historian named Charles al-Hayek interrupted and began to argue passionately that Lebanon was not past hope. The country had special traits that set it apart from other Arab countries: traditions of religious diversity, democracy, higher education, individual and public liberty. These could help Lebanon forge a more enlightened social compact.

A third guest began to argue that Lebanon needed a powerful leader with Western support to beat back the Iranian project and find a new way forward. Hayek shook his head impatiently. The Arab world, he said, was always clamoring for a rajul mukhalis--literally, a "man who finishes things." This quest for a charismatic leader had always ended in tyranny, Hayek said. The same was true of Lebanon's sectarian appeals to foreign patrons--France for the Christians, Saudi Arabia for the Sunnis, Iran for the Shia. The country must learn to stand on its own, Hayek said, and the end of Iranian hegemony could provide an opportunity.

At another dinner, this one in Beirut's Sursock district, the hostess--a glamorously dressed woman in early middle age--asked everyone at the table to describe their best- and worst-case scenarios for Lebanon. One guest invoked the possibility of civil war, and another said: "Civil war? Come on, civil wars are expensive. We don't have the money." People laughed. But he wasn't kidding. Lebanon's economic collapse is so severe that the country's political factions--which, apart from Hezbollah, have not fought for decades--lack the guns and ammunition to sustain a serious conflict.

Read: How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus

At one point, the hostess glanced impishly around the room and said: "Please, I want to know who is the best urologue in Beirut."

Why? someone asked.

"Because I will ask him who has the biggest balls in Lebanon, and that man will rescue us."

People laughed. But again, it wasn't just a joke. Many Lebanese I spoke with were desperate for a deus ex machina, and they seemed to want much more than a politician in the familiar mold. The country's financial straits, together with the explosion that devastated the port of Beirut in 2020, have exposed the depravity of Lebanon's political class. As one Lebanese friend told me, you go into politics in Lebanon to make money, not to serve the public interest. Corruption isn't a by-product; it is the essence of the system. As a result, the talk about a new leadership has tended to revolve around the Lebanese army, often described as the country's last intact national institution. The wish of many is for someone who will assert the army's power against Hezbollah, smash the whole corrupt political system, and build a better one: Al rajul al mukhalis.

Lebanon's power brokers have been deadlocked since the previous president's term expired in 2022--no one has yet succeeded him--and the Biden administration has been pressing for a new election that might empower a government willing to challenge Hezbollah. The Lebanese presidency is reserved for a Maronite Christian (each of the top leadership jobs in Lebanon's government is assigned by law to a particular religious community). The current head of the army, Joseph Aoun, qualifies. But even if an election could be held--which is hard to imagine in the chaos of this war--Aoun's powers would be constrained by the Lebanese power-sharing system.

I relayed some of the conversations I had heard about the yearning for a military intervention to a retired senior officer in the Lebanese army who is close to Aoun and familiar with his thinking. We met in an officers' club in the mountain town of Baabda, near the army's headquarters, on a green hillside property that once belonged to a Kuwaiti princess. Through the boughs of cedar trees, we had a glorious view of Beirut far below, and the Mediterranean beyond.

The officer, clean-shaven and in civilian dress, told me that the army would never stray from its constitutionally defined role. Even if Hezbollah were substantially weakened, taking it on would spark a civil war. I asked about the possibility of disarming Hezbollah--the fervent aspiration of its domestic rivals and foreign adversaries. He said, "The only one who can disarm Hezbollah is Iran." And that, he said, could happen only in the context of a political settlement between Iran and the United States, its most powerful enemy. Those were sobering words. In essence, he was telling me that Lebanon has no say in its own future.

As of now, no one knows for sure how much strength Hezbollah has left. Despite the battering of its top ranks and decision makers, it has a powerful corps of fighters in southern Lebanon who can operate independently. But with time, the officer told me, "Hezbollah will feel the lack of money. This will be the biggest problem. And when the Shia go back to the south, who will rebuild?"
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As I flew out of Beirut, I could see smoke rising from ruins not far from the airport. Middle East Airlines--Lebanon's national carrier--is still operating, but other companies are no longer willing to take the risk. It has become so difficult to buy an outbound ticket that some people are sleeping outside the airport, hoping for cancellations. Others talk of fleeing by boat to Cyprus if things get worse. More than 300,000 Syrian refugees who fled to Lebanon during their country's civil war have escaped back across the border over the past month, a testament to the depth of their fear.

As the plane banked and rose from the Beirut airport, passengers could see the Mediterranean on one side, glittering in the sun. But visible in the other direction, just beyond the runway, was something that offered a hint about the war now raging in Lebanon: a cluttered patch of warehouses and shacks that had arisen gradually during the 1980s, built by Shiite migrants from the south, with little or no oversight by the state. Now they store commodities of all kinds that are flown in and out of the country free of any taxes or tariffs. A shadow economy, made possible by Hezbollah's enforcers, has gradually enriched and sustained the broader Shiite population.

That arrangement has been essential to Hezbollah's power, and it has tied the lives and livelihoods of most of Lebanon's Shia to the revolutionary creed of the Iranian regime. Many fear that if they lose Hezbollah, they will be left defenseless. Some of the elders still remember the days when most Shia were mired in rural poverty, mistreated not just by Lebanon's other sects but by their own semifeudal overlords.

But their faith in Hezbollah is being tested. One Shiite woman who fled the south and is now living in a rented home in the mountains confided her disappointment to me. "A Hezbollah guy called us to say 'What do you need?,' but he didn't have much to offer," she said. "Just pillows. I asked for medicines for the kids, but they didn't bring anything to us. Before the war, Hezbollah said they had an emergency plan. Where is the plan?"

Some people made bitter comparisons with Hezbollah's reaction to the 2006 war it fought with Israel. Back then, the group's leaders had quickly rolled out an energetic construction campaign, promising to rebuild every home that was destroyed. Young volunteers with clipboards surged into Shiite districts within hours of the cease-fire, delivering cash and food and supplies. Hardly anyone expects that to happen again. If the refugees' needs continue to go unmet, Hezbollah could lose support. Might that make possible a new era in Lebanon, free of Tehran's dictates?

Hezbollah loyalists rarely share their feelings with outsiders. But I got a glimpse of the atmosphere inside the group from a young woman whose brother, a Hezbollah fighter, had been killed in an Israeli air strike in late September. I met her through a friend in the mountain town of Aley, where she had taken refuge.

Her brother's name was Hamoudi, and he was an unlikely militant. "He didn't pray," his sister told me. (She asked that I not reveal her name or the family's surname.) "My mother said, 'You will not become a martyr; you don't pray.'" Some in the family--which is very loyal to Hezbollah--said Hamoudi seemed almost an atheist. "He didn't read the Quran," his sister said. "He listened to music. It's haram"--forbidden--"to touch girls," but Hamoudi, a burly 25-year-old with rosy cheeks and an infectious smile, loved women and didn't try to hide it.

He was a film producer and editor and had taught himself the trade, working his way up from production assistant to camera operator and lighting designer. He started his own firm, doing social-media reels for restaurants and clothing companies and coffee shops. When he moved from the family's southern village to Beirut, he found an apartment, not in the Dahieh, but in the more cosmopolitan Hamra district, where he often stayed out late partying with friends.

His sister showed me pictures and videos on her phone: Hamoudi swaying to music in the car, getting a haircut, voguing on the beach. "He was my friend, my brother, my secrets box," she said, her eyes brimming with tears. "The one I go to first in my sadness and my happiness."

Hamoudi had always been torn between the family tradition of muqawama--resistance--and the lure of Beirut and its glamor. Only at the end of the summer did he return to the family home in the south. By then, Israeli air strikes had become more frequent, the news ever grimmer. A 17-year-old friend in the family's village was badly injured when a pager exploded in his hand in mid-September, she said. The boy's father was killed soon afterward. On the day Nasrallah was killed, she called Hamoudi and asked him to come to Beirut to comfort her. He said he couldn't. It was on that same day that he formally joined Hezbollah as a fighter, his sister said.

Read: Full-on war between Israel and Iran isn't inevitable

Hamoudi seemed resigned to his death as soon as he joined. He even washed himself as martyrs are meant to, and made a martyrdom video, she told me--whether because everyone around him seemed to be dying, or because he had been assigned a mission, she didn't know. But the very next day, an Israeli bomb struck the house where Hamoudi and two other Hezbollah fighters were sheltering, killing them all. The sister told me she suspected it even before she got the news. "I felt something," she said. "Years before, he had a motorcycle accident, and I felt something the second it happened. This time, the same."

Hezbollah issued a poster bearing Hamoudi's picture and his name, with looping Arabic script declaring his martyrdom. You see these posters all over the Dahieh and in southern Lebanon these days, always with new faces. Hamoudi's family has not yet been able to hold a funeral, because their village is still so dangerous. "When we see his grave, that day he will die again," his sister said. "It will feel like the first day."

Hamoudi's sister is a devout Muslim and a supporter of Hezbollah. I have met many women like her in Lebanon, and I vaguely expected her to deliver a speech about the coming victory of the resistance, or to assure me that she would never give in. But as she wiped her tears away, she said nothing of the kind.

"I'm thinking to leave the country," she said.
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            	22 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Over the past several weeks, people around the world have been celebrating the season of Halloween--dressing up, taking part in parades and festivals, hosting parties, and braving trips through haunted houses (and at least one haunted car wash). Collected below are photos that capture some of these scary (and fun) pre-Halloween festivities in Wales, Japan, India, Romania, Spain, Ireland, Thailand, the United States, and elsewhere.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Silhouette of a person wearing horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wearing a costume is silhouetted against the sunset sky at the West Side Hallo Fest, a Halloween festival in Bucharest, Romania, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog, with its tongue hanging out, sits in the collar of a costume made of a human-size dress shirt, tie, and jacket, with a sticker on the lapel reading "Hello, my name is Bob."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People and their costumed dogs participate in the 34th annual Tompkins Square Halloween Dog Parade on October 19, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A person sits inside a giant hollowed-out floating pumpkin, rowing with a paddle in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle in giant hollowed-out pumpkins at the yearly pumpkin regatta in Kasterlee, Belgium, on October 27, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Bart Biesemans / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A scary witch decoration with glowing eyes stands outside a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Halloween decorations are seen outside of a house in the Buena Vista neighborhood of San Francisco, California, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog wears a Halloween costume shaped like the Pixar movie character WALL-E.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog in a Halloween costume participates in the Sunnyvale Pet Parade contest in Sunnyvale, California, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wear giant cat-head masks while taking part in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants walk through the street during Bakeneko Parade (Cat Halloween Parade) as part of Kagurazaka Bakeneko Festival on October 13, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A surfer in a Homer Simpson mask catches a wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer in a Homer Simpson mask catches a wave on a foggy morning at Newport Beach, California, on October 26, 2024, continuing an annual tradition of surfing in costumes here on the last Saturday before Halloween.
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                [image: A person photographs a tall tree that has been decorated with long lines of green lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Light installations are displayed during a media preview of a new Halloween light trail in Kew Gardens, in London, England, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: Actors made up like zombies perform for passengers on a train.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors perform for passengers during a "Zombie Shinkansen" event on a bullet train from Tokyo to Osaka, ahead of Halloween, on October 19, 2024.
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                [image: A man dressed as the movie character Chucky is seen in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dressed as the movie character Chucky is seen in Sol Square ahead of Halloween celebrations in Madrid, Spain.
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                [image: Meerkats investigate a carved pumpkin in a zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Meerkats investigate a Jack O'Lantern at Five Sisters Zoo ahead of Halloween, on October 24, 2024, in West Calder, Scotland.
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                [image: Two people dressed as scary clowns menace a car as it passes through a car wash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jake Salha, center, and Tez Williams, left, dress as clowns and try to scare customers during the Haunted Car Wash at Mr. Spotless in Detroit, Michigan, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: Performers in costumes parade on stilts through a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers with the performance group Macnas dance during the Halloween parade "Alf's Journey," inspired by climate change and habitat loss, in Galway, Ireland, on October 27, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Clodagh Kilcoyne / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A person holds up a lantern, ducking slightly, in a dark space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vanessa Kramer uses a lantern to watch for low overhanging pipes as she makes her way through a tunnel during a tour of underground passages in Portland, Oregon, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: People stand near a giant illuminated jack-o'-lantern figure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant Halloween pumpkin is seen during the pumpkin festival at the Parque Fundidora ahead of the Halloween celebration in Monterrey, Nuevo Leon State, Mexico, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: Four people in traditional costumes, with masks made of sticks and straw, stand in front of the Palace of Westminster, in London.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed in traditional Celtic costumes walk through central London on October 29, 2024, as part of a campaign by Tourism Ireland, highlighting Halloween's ancient-Irish origins, originally celebrated as Samhain.
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                [image: A person wearing a full-head fox mask carries a lantern in a wooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lisa Kalianova, a Ukrainian refugee, along with her sister Kate Kalianova, embrace the Halloween spirit in the woods in Swansea, Wales, on October 29, 2024. For Slavic cultures, Halloween aligns with the ancient celebration of Veles Night, a pre-Christian tradition honoring departed loved ones. The night involves jumping over bonfires and lighting candles to guide wandering souls home.
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                [image: People in costume parade through a street while carrying a large, frightening dragon puppet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Newquay Zombie Crawl passes local shops in Newquay, Cornwall, England, on October 26, 2024. The annual Halloween-themed event attracts hundreds of revelers to the walk and its supporting events.
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                [image: A person dressed in a ghostly costume poses inside a bus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed in a ghostly costume poses inside a public bus during a contest ahead of the Halloween celebration in Kolkata, India, on October 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two people in costume, wearing full-head masks of a police siren and a video camera, walk along a red carpet, past a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Costumed participants, dressed as characters from a Japanese campaign to combat movie piracy, walk through a street during the parade as part of the Ikebukuro Halloween Cosplay Festival 2024, on October 26, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A frightening octopus installation made up of many carved pumpkins]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A frightening octopus installation, part of many displays made of thousands of hand-carved pumpkins, designed and carved by volunteers and local artists at the historic Van Cortlandt Manor for the annual Great Jack O'Lantern Blaze in Hudson Valley, New York, on September 30, 2024
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                [image: A girl in Halloween makeup and costume poses amid spooky decorations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl wearing a Thai dress and Halloween makeup poses amid decorations at Makkasan Train Factory, in Bangkok, Thailand, on October 29, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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How Israel Could Be Changing Iran's Nuclear Calculus

Newly threatened, the Iranian regime might pursue a bomb to try to salvage its national security.

by Uri Friedman




The latest salvo in the decades-long conflict between Iran and Israel lit up the predawn sky over Tehran on Saturday. Israeli aircraft encountered little resistance as they struck military targets in retaliation for an Iranian attack earlier this month. Although Iran appeared to downplay its impact, the strike was Israel's largest ever against the Islamic Republic. It raised not only the specter of full-scale war but also a prospect that experts told me has become much more conceivable in recent weeks: the emergence of Iran as a nuclear-armed state.

Think of Iran's defenses as a stool with three legs. Two of them have suddenly gone wobbly. The first is Iran's regional proxy network. This includes, most notably, Hamas in Gaza and Hezbollah in Lebanon, both of which Israel has dismantled through air strikes, incursions, and high-profile assassinations. Israel has even gone after Iran's top military commanders. The second is an arsenal of missiles and drones, which Iran used to directly attack Israel for the first time in April, and then again this month. Not only did the strikes prove ineffective--Israeli and U.S. defenses largely thwarted them--but they also failed to deter Israel from continuing to hack away at the first leg and strike back as it did over the weekend.

That leaves the third leg: the Iranian nuclear program. Now that Israel has demonstrated its superiority over Iran's proxies and conventional weapons--and degraded both in the process--Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei may decide to pursue a bomb in a risky attempt to salvage some measure of national security. He won't have far to go. The program has made major advances since 2018, when the U.S. withdrew from its multilateral nuclear agreement with the regime, which now has enough near-weapons-grade uranium to produce several bombs, according to the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). This already gives the country considerable leverage, but "there is a risk Khamenei decides that in this environment, a nuclear threshold won't cut it, and Iran needs nuclear weapons," Eric Brewer, a nonproliferation expert at the Nuclear Threat Initiative, told me.

Although Brewer and other experts I spoke with did not predict that Iran will go nuclear in the near term, they agreed that it is likelier than ever before. If Iran were to acquire nuclear weapons during the metastasizing conflict in the Middle East, it could become the first country to do so while at war since the United States in 1945. But Iran also has many ways to wield its nuclear program that stop short of getting a weapon, injecting further peril into an already volatile new nuclear age.

In recent years, current and former Iranian officials have insisted that the country is either already able to build a nuclear bomb or very close to that point. In the past month, as Iran awaited the retaliation that came on Saturday, its pronouncements got more pointed. Although the regime still denies that it's seeking a weapon, a senior adviser to Khamenei warned that any Israeli strikes on its nuclear sites--which were spared over the weekend--could alter the nation's "nuclear strategic policies." That same week, a group of 39 Iranian lawmakers urged the Supreme National Security Council to eliminate its formal ban on the production of nuclear weapons.

Read: What if Iran already has the bomb?

The latest rhetoric in official circles could be a response to Iran's shifting public discourse. Nicole Grajewski, an expert on Iranian nuclear decision making at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told me that Israel's assassination of the Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah last month seems to have piqued Iranian public interest in their country's nuclear program. She's noticed a greater number of Iranian commentators on Telegram discussing Tehran's nuclear capabilities.

Mohammad Ayatollahi Tabaar, a Texas A&M professor who studies nuclear statecraft and Iranian politics, has also observed this shift in Iranian public and elite sentiment. But he traces it back further, to America's exit from the Iran nuclear deal and then, two years later, its assassination of the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani. When the deal took effect in 2015, Tabaar told me, the regime was responsive to public pressure to limit its nuclear program and improve relations with the United States. Discussing the nuclear-weapons option was, as he put it, "taboo." But in recent weeks, he said, he's seen "a lively debate" on social media about whether or not to pursue a bomb, even among critics of the regime outside the country.

"There is this realization that, yes, the regime and the [Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps] are repressive, but we live in this neighborhood and maybe we need to have" nuclear weapons, Tabaar told me before the latest strike.

That decision belongs to Khamenei, but the increased public interest that Tabaar has observed creates an opening for Iranian leaders to advance the country's nuclear program. As Tabaar noted, such decisions are often informed by the views of elites and by the regime's "fear of popular revolt."

Still, neither Grajewski nor Tabaar anticipates that the regime will immediately seek a bomb. Iran could instead use its near-nuclear status to its advantage, including by escalating threats to go nuclear, announcing progress in uranium enrichment, rebuffing international oversight, or exiting the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. In addition, Iran could try to reinforce the other legs of its security--by working with partners such as Russia and North Korea to upgrade its conventional military capabilities, and by bolstering proxy groups such as the Houthis in Yemen while seeking to rebuild Hamas and Hezbollah.

But strengthening these other legs could take years, and Israel appears poised to press its military advantage. That leaves a crucial question for Iran's leaders: Is the country's nuclear-threshold capability enough of a deterrent?

If they decide to cross the threshold and go nuclear, Iranian leaders know that their adversaries will likely detect their efforts and try to intervene, potentially undermining the very security Tehran may be seeking. The latest U.S. estimates indicate that Iran might require only a week or two to enrich uranium to weapons-grade. But concealing such a move from IAEA inspectors without kicking them out of the country would be challenging. And Iran could need more than a year--or at least several months, by some estimates--to convert its uranium into a usable weapon.

Those months constitute "a pretty big window of vulnerability" in which "Israel or the United States could disrupt Iran's work to build a nuclear weapon, including through military action," Brewer explained. So he thinks it's "unlikely" that the supreme leader will wake up one morning and declare, "Damn the torpedoes. All hands on deck. We're going to weapons-grade today."

A more plausible outcome, Brewer and Grajewski believe, is that Iran covertly resumes the research on weaponizing fissile material that it halted in 2003. The goal would be to "shorten the window of vulnerability" between amassing weapons-grade uranium, putting it into a nuclear device, and fashioning a deliverable weapon, Brewer told me. This weaponization work is more difficult (though not impossible) to spot than uranium enrichment, at least at declared facilities still monitored by the IAEA. International inspectors retain access to facilities containing fissile material, but Iran has reduced the frequency of inspections since 2018, when the U.S. exited the nuclear deal. The regime has also ended IAEA monitoring of other sites related to its nuclear program, raising the possibility that it has moved some centrifuges to undeclared facilities. Nevertheless, U.S. officials said this month that they could probably detect any decision to build nuclear weapons soon after Iranian leaders make it.

Phillips Payson O'Brien: The growing incentive to go nuclear

American officials often speak about whether Iran's leaders have "made the decision" to attain nuclear weapons, but Tabaar argued that Tehran's calculations don't work that way. Think of a dimmer, not a light switch: Iran is "making sure all components are there to preserve its option to develop nuclear weapons, gradually more and more." Tabaar added, however, that there are "two very extreme scenarios" in which he could imagine Iranian leaders suddenly making the call to flip the nuclear switch. The first is a "window of opportunity" in which Iran's enemies are distracted by, say, a major conflict elsewhere in the world. The second is "a window of threat" in which Iranian leaders fear that their adversaries are about to unleash a massive bombing campaign that could destroy the country or regime.

Brewer posited one other wild-card scenario: The supreme leader might proceed with weapons-grade enrichment at declared facilities if he assumes that he can achieve it before Israel or the U.S. has a chance to destroy those facilities, thereby establishing some measure of deterrence. "That would be a very, very risky gamble," Brewer said--particularly if Israel learns of Tehran's decision in time to unleash preemptive strikes. Additional enrichment might not ward off an Israeli or American attack anyway. Although 90 percent enrichment is typically considered the level required for weaponization, experts believe that Iran might already be able to use its current stock of 60-percent-enriched uranium to make a bomb. Anything higher wouldn't necessarily establish greater deterrence.

But, as Brewer has noted, history offers several examples of regional crises prompting states to "break out," or race for a bomb. Shortly before the 1967 Six-Day War, Israel reportedly rushed to assemble nuclear devices out of concerns about possible Egyptian strikes on its nuclear facilities. Amid tensions with India over the disputed territory of Kashmir, Pakistan is believed to have begun building nuclear weapons by 1990. That same year, following Iraq's invasion of Kuwait, Saddam Hussein ordered an impractical (and unsuccessful) effort to quickly build a nuclear weapon. "I can give you lots of really good reasons why breaking out would be a terrible decision by the supreme leader," Brewer told me. "I can also give you lots of reasons why the crash nuclear-weapons program in Iraq was a terrible decision. But [the Iraqis] still made it."

I asked my Atlantic Council colleague Danny Citrinowicz, who from 2013 to 2016 led the Israeli military's analysis of Iranian strategy, whether Iran is more likely to become a nuclear-weapons state today than it was at any point in the many years that he's monitored its nuclear program. He didn't hesitate: "Definitely."

Citrinowicz broke down that answer into relative probabilities. He pegged the chances of Iran "storming" to a bomb--by, for example, detonating a nuclear device for demonstration purposes--at 10 percent, the highest he's ever assessed it. Before Hamas's October 7 terrorist attack against Israel, he would have said "close to zero." He assigned a 30 percent probability to the scenario of Iran enriching uranium to weapons-grade, though perhaps only a minimal amount to show off its capabilities.

To my surprise, the scenario he deemed most likely--at 60 percent--was Iran pursuing negotiations on a new nuclear deal with the United States and other world powers. Citrinowicz could envision Kamala Harris and even Donald Trump--perhaps reprising the openness to nuclear diplomacy that he displayed with North Korea, despite his typically hard-line stance on Iran--being amenable to such talks after the U.S. presidential election. A diplomatic agreement would probably inhibit Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, but it could also provide the country with economic relief. As an added benefit, a deal with Washington might serve as a wedge between the United States and Israel, the latter of which would likely oppose the agreement. Israel would be less inclined to strike Iranian nuclear facilities if it couldn't count on U.S. support, or at least it would be less capable of penetrating their heavy fortifications without help from America's arsenal.

Read: The unraveling of Trump's North Korea policy

Still, there are many reasons to be skeptical about the possibility of a new nuclear deal with Iran. Russia and China, both parties to the 2o15 pact, are far more hostile to the United States today than they were then. Khamenei has expressed a general willingness to reengage in negotiations, but he has also instructed his government that the U.S. can't be trusted. And Iran will be much less likely to enter into a comprehensive agreement again now that Washington has already pulled out of one and reimposed sanctions, delivering a shock to Iran's economy. Getting the regime to agree to anything beyond limited concessions on its nuclear program appears implausible.

One way or another, though, Citrinowicz expects 2025 to be "decisive." Without a new agreement, Iranian leaders could start procuring a bomb. Or Israel and the U.S. could take military action to stave them off. And either of those scenarios could trigger the other.

If Iran heads for the bomb, or leverages its threshold status for geopolitical gain, that could encourage other countries, including U.S. partners, to develop their own nuclear programs. "I absolutely do worry that we could live in a world in the future of not necessarily more nuclear-weapons states but more countries that have this capability to build nuclear weapons," Brewer said.

In some ways, Iran has already passed the point of no return. By enriching uranium to 60 percent, Tehran has demonstrated that it probably possesses the technical expertise to further enrich that material to weapons-grade, which requires minimal additional effort. Destroying Iran's physical nuclear infrastructure would be exceedingly difficult. Wiping out Iran's nuclear knowledge base is not possible. Even if Israel or the U.S. takes military action, the threat of a nuclear Iran will almost certainly persist, at least as long as the current regime remains in power.

Should Iran get nuclear weapons, that would likely embolden its regime at home and abroad, elevate the risk of nuclear terrorism, upend deterrence dynamics between Iran and Israel along with the United States, and spur either an extension of the U.S. nuclear umbrella over Arab partners in the Middle East or a nuclear-arms race in the region--among a host of other potential consequences.

But such outcomes are hard to forecast, because so much of what we know about the interplay between nuclear weapons and international affairs is based on the Cold War and post-Cold War periods. We are now in a third nuclear age, in which nuclear and near-nuclear states come in a greater variety of shapes and sizes. Arms-control agreements have unraveled, diplomatic channels between adversaries have vanished, and establishing nuclear deterrence has never been more complicated.

After the advent of nuclear weapons in the 1940s, at least one new country acquired the world's most destructive arms every decade until the 2010s, when the streak ended. Nearly halfway through the 2020s, it seems like we may revert to the historical pattern before this decade is done.
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        Giant Mythological Puppets Stage a Show in Toulouse

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 28, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Over the past three days, the streets of Toulouse, France, hosted an urban opera titled The Guardian of the Temple--The Gates of Darkness, in which three massive robotic puppets of mythological creatures--Lilith the scorpion woman, Asterion the Minotaur, and Ariane the spider--performed in several locations around the city. The show, put on by the French street-theater company La Machine, was directed by Francois Delaroziere.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A giant mechanical puppet of a mythical human-scorpion creature moves through a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The human-scorpion creature Lilith, the guardian of darkness, parades during a major street show by the French company La Machine, in Toulouse, France, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A giant mechanical puppet of a Minotaur holds a torch while moving through a street at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asterion, the giant Minotaur, reignites his torch while parading through the streets of Toulouse.
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                [image: Several puppeteers ride on a giant mechanical spider puppet as it moves across a bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The spider Ariane wanders through the old city of Toulouse on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: Two giant mechanical puppets of mythological creatures move down a tree-lined street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith and Asterion gather together in the streets of Toulouse.
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                [image: A giant scorpion-human puppet is seen in silhouette on a bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith stands on the Pont-Neuf bridge in Toulouse on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A giant mechanical Minotaur puppet stands in a city street at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators look up at Asterion during the street show The Guardian of the Temple--The Gates of Darkness on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A giant puppet of a mythological creature reaches out its hand toward spectators, watching from an upper-story balcony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith interacts with spectators in the streets of Toulouse.
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                [image: Spectators watch as two giant puppets interact in front of a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch Lilith interact with Ariane on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A closer view of the head of a large puppet depicting a horned mythological being.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A closer view of the head of Lilith, the guardian of darkness, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: Spectators watch as a giant Minotaur puppet moves down a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as Asterion walks through Toulouse on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person plays a violin in an upper-story balcony as a giant Minotaur puppet outside breathes steam out of its nostrils.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A musician plays a violin in front of Asterion on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd moves ahead of a giant human-scorpion puppet in a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crowd moves ahead of Lilith in the streets of Toulouse.
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                [image: Two giant puppets interact alongside buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asterion and Lilith interact with each other.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Alain Pitton / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Spectators watch as a giant puppet breathes fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as Lilith breathes fire on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A giant Minotaur puppet holds up a lit torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asterion holds his torch up during the performance in Toulouse.
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                [image: A giant puppet sprays water from its mouth onto a crowd below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith interacts with spectators in the streets of Toulouse on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: Two giant mechanical puppets meet on a city bridge at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as Lilith encounters Ariane on a bridge in Toulouse.
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                [image: A crowd gathers beneath a huge puppet of a human-scorpion creature.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith wanders through the old city of Toulouse on October 26, 2024.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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Full-On War Between Israel and Iran Isn't Inevitable

After Israel attacked several military sites, Iran has an opportunity to de-escalate the conflict.

by Arash Azizi




It took 25 days, but in the early hours today, Israel responded to Iran's salvo of missiles earlier this month. The operation, named "Days of Repentance," was the most significant attack on Iran by any country since the 1980s. The Iranian regime's years of waging a shadow war on Israel have finally brought the violence home, something the regime had repeatedly promised its people it would avoid.

The attacks were significant, and likely to cause considerable damage. At least four officers of the Iranian army, serving in missile-defense units, were killed. Nevertheless, Iran is relieved that its worst fears didn't come true. A day before the attacks, Israel had used intermediaries to warn Iran about them, to make sure they wouldn't cause massive casualties, Mostafa Najafi, a security expert in Tehran with connections to the regime's elites, told me. He said the attacks weren't "as vast and painful as Israeli officials had claimed" they would be. Israel did not target Iran's infrastructure, such as its oil and gas refineries, nor did it assassinate political or military leaders.

Because of this, Iran has an opportunity to call it quits by giving a weak enough response that wouldn't invite Israeli retaliation. Iran can stop the tit for tat, if it's willing to resist the hard-line voices that want the country to escalate and even widen the conflict.

Read: Iran is not ready for war with Israel

Life in Tehran has quickly sprung back to normal. The city's streets were clogged with traffic as usual on Saturday, the first day of the week in the country. Although all flights had initially been suspended, Tehran's two main airports are back in operation.

"I believe Iran will respond to the attacks," Afifeh Abedi, a security expert in Iran who is supportive of the government, told me. "But I doubt there would be escalation," she said. "Countries of the region will stop this, and the U.S. will try to manage the situation."

Abas Aslani of the Tehran-based Center for Middle East Strategic Studies agrees. "The evidence doesn't currently point to a broader war," he told me. "But this doesn't necessarily mean that Iran won't respond."

I also spoke with two senior Iranian politicians, a conservative and a reformist, both of whom requested anonymity for fear of reprisals. They said that Iran wasn't looking to broaden the conflict now. Iran and the U.S. had implicitly agreed to allow a limited Israeli strike followed by no significant Iranian response, the conservative figure, who is close to the parliamentary speaker, Mohammad-Bagher Ghalibaf, told me.

The reformist politician, who has served in cabinet-level roles before, said that the diplomatic efforts of Iran's minister of foreign affairs, Abbas Araghchi, helped ensure that the Israeli attacks were restricted to the military targets. Araghchi visited about a dozen nearby countries in the past few weeks, and he is believed to have asked them to put pressure on the U.S. and Israel to keep the attacks limited.

Across the region, there is broad opposition to widening the conflict. Saudi Arabia condemned the latest Israeli attacks on Iran as "a violation of its sovereignty and a violation of international laws and norms" and reiterated its "firm position in rejecting the continued escalation." Similar condemnations have been issued by Turkey, Iraq, Lebanon, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, Kuwait, Jordan, Algeria, Mauritania, and, farther afield, Switzerland, Pakistan, Indonesia, and the Maldives. Jordan, which is a neighbor of Israel's and signed a peace treaty with it 30 years ago on this very day, also confirmed that no Israeli strikers had been allowed to use Jordanian airspace. Trying to maintain neutrality, Jordan had previously helped Israel defend itself against Iranian drone and missile attacks.

Read: Iran cannot be conciliated

Iran knows that its future prosperity and success rely on economic development, which is actively hurt by its isolation from the international economy and its current war footing. Yesterday, the Paris-based Financial Action Task Force, a G7 initiative that helps enforce global anti-money-laundering rules, declared that it was going to keep Iran on its blacklist alongside only two other countries, North Korea and Myanmar. On Saturday, the U.S. dollar was selling for 680,000 Iranian rials, a historic high. These are not problems you can solve by fighting Israel.

Yesterday, in a rare candid moment, Ghalibaf acknowledged the stakes: "Sadly, our economy is not doing as well as our missiles. But it should."

And yet, Iran is still a long way from taking the necessary steps to drop its anti-Israel campaign, overcome its international isolation, and focus on its domestic problems. Currently, any deviation from the anti-Israel orthodoxy leads to quick backlash by the hard-liners. Last month, the Assembly of Scholars and Instructors at the Qom Seminary, a reformist-leaning body of Shiite clerics, issued a statement that condemned Israel's ongoing attacks on Lebanon while calling on it "to go back to its legal borders before the 1967 aggression" and urging the "formation of an independent Palestinian state." This endorsement of the two-state solution incensed the hard-liners, some of whom called for the assembly to be shut down, but its position has been defended by the reformist press.

And some hard-liners are clamoring for all-out war with Israel.

"The Zionist regime is on decline, and Iran won't let this attack go without a response," Hossein Shariatmadari, the editor in chief of the hard-line daily Kayhan, told me. "Our response will be ever more decisive and crushing."

Shariatmadari is known for outlandish pronouncements. Najafi, who tends to be more levelheaded, also believes that the Iranian-Israeli clashes are set to continue "in the medium term, especially after the U.S. elections."

Some supporters of Israel also hope that the conflict will escalate. Mark Dubowitz, the CEO of the Foundation for Defense of Democracies, a Washington, D.C.-based think tank, said on X that Israel must now prepare for the "next phase" of its strategy: helping Iranians overthrow their regime, followed by "decisive decapitation strikes."

As long as Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, is alive and in power, the country's attitude toward Israel will not decisively shift. But he is 85, and, in preparation for an eventual succession struggle, the regime's different factions are already squabbling over the country's future direction. The hard-liners are not as politically powerful as they once were. They lost the presidency recently and are being marginalized in other institutions as well.

"The likes of Shariatmadari don't matter to anyone," the conservative politician told me. "Iran is set to change."

If Iran wants to avoid a war, it can't change fast enough.
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            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Flooding in the Moroccan desert, a volcanic eruption in Mexico, an illuminated abbey in England, a space-shuttle mock-up in California, a snacking bear in Scotland, a giant pigeon in New York City, and much more.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A camel yawns, the sun visible in the background, through its open mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A camel yawns at sunset in the desert of Pushkar, located in the Indian state of Rajasthan, on October 19, 2024.
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                [image: A pigeon flies past a 16-foot-tall pigeon sculpture.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pigeon flies past a 16-foot-tall pigeon sculpture titled "Dinosaur," by the artist Ivan Argote, in New York City, on October 18, 2024.
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                [image: A rigger installs a giant inflatable monster atop a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rigger installs the Wailor Swift inflatable monster, designed by Filthy Luker and Pedro Estrellas and commissioned by Manchester City Center Business Improvement District, at New Century at NOMA, as part of Manchester's annual Halloween in the City celebrations, on October 23, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wears ornamental skull makeup on their face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Day of the Dead performer is seen in the Paddock during previews ahead of the F1 Grand Prix of Mexico, at Autodromo Hermanos Rodriguez, on October 24, 2024, in Mexico City, Mexico.
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                [image: A bear in a zoo enclosure investigates a carved pumpkin.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Baloo, an Asiatic black bear, investigates a pumpkin at Five Sisters Zoo ahead of Halloween on October 24, 2024, in West Calder, Scotland.
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                [image: A man walks along a lake beneath autumn-colored leaves on overhanging branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks along Lake Baldeney beneath autumn-colored leaves, in Essen, Germany, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: An autumn leaf is suspended in air by a strand of a spider's web.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An autumn leaf is suspended in air by a strand of a spider's web, under a tree in Nightingale Park, in Wilrijk, Belgium, on October 22, 2024.
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                [image: A coast-guard rescue helicopter raises a winch paramedic during a training exercise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A coast-guard rescue helicopter raises a winch paramedic during a training exercise in Portland, England, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd watches as movers transport pieces of a full-scale mock-up of a space shuttle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crowd watches as movers transport pieces of the Space Shuttle Inspiration, a full-scale mock-up of a space shuttle, along Bellflower Blvd. from a Downey Parks and Recreation storage yard for restoration and eventual display at the Columbia Memorial Space Center, on October 17, 2024, in Downey, California.
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                [image: A motorcycle racer flips over his handlebars during a crash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Joel Esteban of Spain crashes during Moto3 practice ahead of the MotoGP Of Australia at Phillip Island Grand Prix Circuit on October 19, 2024, in Phillip Island, Australia.
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                [image: Four people ride zip lines toward a large waterfall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Horseshoe Falls, part of Niagara Falls, is seen as people ride a zip line in Ontario, Canada, on October 21, 2024.
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                [image: A water strider causes small ripples in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A water strider causes ripples in a lake at Gardens by the Bay, in Singapore, on October 21, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flock of sheep forming a spiral shape]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial photograph taken on October 19, 2024, white and black sheep are seen merging during the autumn "redyk," a centuries-old highlander tradition marking the end of the grazing season, in the village of Kluszkowce, Lesser Poland region.
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                [image: A cormorant gets a running start to take off from calm waters at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cormorant gets a running start to take off from the calm waters of Northeast Harbor, Maine, at sunrise, on October 21, 2024.
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                [image: The ruins of an old abbey are lit up in blue, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                English Heritage lights up the ruins of the iconic Whitby Abbey, in North Yorkshire, for Illuminated Abbey, on October 23, 2024, in Whitby, England.
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                [image: Farmers burn stubble in a rice field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers burn stubble in a rice field at a village in Karnal, in the northern state of Haryana, India, on October 21, 2024.
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                [image: A man walks, with an erupting volcano seen in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks on a pedestrian bridge as the Popocatepetl volcano releases a plume of gas and ash, as seen from the town of San Juan Totolac, in Tlaxcala, Mexico, on October 23, 2024.
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                [image: A war monument showing a figure made of varying chunks of metal]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the "Bloody Bomb Monument" erected in the square of the village of Seddulbahir, Turkey, on October 22, 2024. The statue was made with war materials that emerged during excavation and restoration works of the Seddulbahir Castle, on the Historical Gallipoli Peninsula.
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                [image: A bomb dropped by an Israeli war plane falls toward a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bomb dropped by an Israeli war plane approaches a building in Beirut's southern suburb of Shayah on October 22, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and Hezbollah.
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                [image: A large crowd of people jostle and reach out for food alongside a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man prepares to toss a bag of bread to another person, as people crowd while queueing for bread outside a bakery in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on October 23, 2024, amidst a flour shortage during the ongoing war in the Palestinian territory between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: An aerial view of houses submerged by water in a flooded area]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows houses submerged by water in a flooded area in Adaha, Nigeria, on October 22, 2024.
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                [image: A mountain is reflected in the still water of a reservoir.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on October 21, 2024, shows a view of the Mediano reservoir, in Mediano, Huesca province, Spain, part of a long-term project showing an inventory of several sites in Spain that are suffering from drought.
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                [image: A raccoon rests on a wall near a city.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A raccoon rests at the Cinta Costera, in Panama City, on October 24, 2024. Guides from the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute said that the presence of these animals in the capital city is largely due to the destruction of their habitats. This situation is causing them to increasingly migrate to populated areas in search of food.
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                [image: An upward-facing view of a race horse clearing a fence made of sticks and brush]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rider clears a fence during a horse race at Fontwell Park Racecourse, in Fontwell, England, on October 23, 2024.
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                [image: A giant skeleton figure stands in a marigold field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant skeleton figure, built by local artisans and representing the Mexican bandit turned revolutionary Francisco "Pancho" Villa, stands in a marigold field for Day of the Dead celebrations, in Atlixco, Mexico, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists enjoy blooming sunflowers in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists enjoy blooming sunflowers at Beijing Wenyuhe Park on October 19, 2024, in Beijing, China.
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                [image: Several people lean over in a field to arrange persimmons to dry.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                VIllagers place persimmons outdoors to dry on October 23, 2024, in Yuncheng, Shanxi Province, China. The dried fruit will become sweeter after exposure to sunshine for two to three weeks.
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                [image: A man rides a motorbike at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man rides a motorbike at sunset in Strasburg, Pennsylvania, on October 19, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a canal boat crossing an aqueduct bridge over a river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial view, a canal boat crosses the Pontcysyllte Aqueduct as autumnal colors begin to appear on the trees and foliage on the banks of the River Dee, on October 23, 2024, in Llangollen, Denbighshire, Wales.
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                [image: A large drone hovers above a field, carrying equipment to search for mines.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukraine-made drone searches for mines in an agricultural field near the front lines, in the Kharkiv region, Ukraine, on October 23, 2024.
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                [image: A drone view shows sand dunes partially covered by floodwaters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows sand dunes partially covered by floodwaters, after rare rainfall hit the area last September, in Merzouga, Morocco, on October 24, 2024.
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                [image: Houses engulfed by boulders after a landslide]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph shows houses engulfed by boulders from a nearby hill in Jablanica, Bosnia and Herzegovina, on October 24, 2024, following recent floods and landslides.
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                [image: Tourists navigate the face of a cliff, moving along narrow platforms and steps.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists challenge themselves along a Via Ferrata path at Yandang Mountain scenic area, in Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, China, on October 20, 2024.
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                [image: People gather in an open space around candles at a memorial.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans gather during a tribute for Liam Payne at Cathedral Gardens on October 20, 2024, in Manchester, England. The former One Direction singer fell to his death from a hotel balcony in Buenos Aires on October 16.
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                [image: Oarsman wearing traditional gear paddle a highly decorated boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thai oarsmen take part in a rehearsal of Thailand's King Maha Vajiralongkorn's royal-barge procession, to mark his 72nd birthday, along the Chao Phraya River, in Bangkok, Thailand, on October 22, 2024.
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What Is Russia Doing With North Korean Troops?

Washington worries too much about what Putin thinks.

by Phillips Payson O'Brien




Thousands of North Korean troops are now in Russia, preparing to help Russian dictator Vladimir Putin's war of conquest in Ukraine. The newly arrived soldiers reportedly come from the Special Operations Force--the most capable part of North Korea's army--and could be deployed in Russia's Kursk region, in an effort to take back territory that Ukraine seized in an offensive this past summer. But Western military observers can only guess at how well equipped they are or how well trained they'll be relative to battle-hardened Ukrainian forces.

What we do know is this: Putin saw an opportunity to improve Russia's position in the war that he started, and he took it--apparently with little regard to what the West might think.

Counting on the United States to do nothing appears to have been a good bet. On Wednesday, Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin acknowledged what Ukrainian and South Korean intelligence had been saying for some time: that Kim Jong Un's hermit state had joined forces with Russia. When pressed by reporters about what North Koreans' role might be, Austin responded, "If they're co-belligerents--[if] their intention is to participate in this war on Russia's behalf--that is a very, very serious issue." He is trying to sound tough, but his comment means nothing.

Since the beginning of the current war, in February 2022, the Biden administration has dithered again and again. Should Ukraine be offered high-tech American weaponry, such as HIMARS rocket equipment, Abrams tanks, ATACMS missiles, F-16 fighters, and even long-range JASSM missiles? (In most of these cases, the U.S. relented and provided the requested equipment, but Ukraine missed valuable opportunities to set back Russia's war machine.) Would the U.S. allow Ukraine to use Western weaponry to attack Russian-occupied Crimea, the Russian-built Kerch Bridge, or military assets being used to attack Ukraine from just across the border in Russia? Could Ukraine attack military targets deeper in Russia? The U.S. is Ukraine's most important ally--but it has subjected Kyiv to an endless process in which vital aid has been delayed or denied because the U.S. fears what Putin might think of each step.

Anne Applebaum: The only way the Ukraine War can end

I don't mean to sound flippant, but the dynamic reminds me of a classic Gary Larson cartoon that shows, in a split screen, a man and a woman lying awake at night in different homes. He is agonizing about what she thinks about him, whether he should call her, whether she even knows he exists. She is thinking simply, "You know, I think I really like vanilla." The caption reads, "Same planet, different worlds." Like the man in the cartoon, the U.S. is full of self-doubt and wrestles endlessly with how Russia might feel. The Biden administration has withheld weapons systems at precisely the moments when they would be most useful, thereby allowing Russia to turn this war into a long-term attritional conflict that it did not need to be.

Putin's thinking about how to conduct the war isn't complex at all. He regularly and swiftly escalates whenever he believes that doing so will afford him a strategic advantage. He has bombed Ukrainian hospitals and power supplies, plotted sabotage attacks on military facilities in Europe, hit up Iran for large numbers of drones and missiles, and bargained with North Korea for millions and millions of shells--all to help him in his quest for military success.

A major factor in American vacillation is the Biden administration's fear that if the West helps Ukraine too much, Putin will escalate by using nuclear weapons in Ukraine. But Putin has shown many times that his nuclear threats are hollow. Following through on them would isolate him from his most important ally--China has repeatedly signaled its opposition to the use of nuclear weapons in the conflict--and would not necessarily provide a clear military benefit that would help Russia defeat the Ukrainian army.

He will, however, use any other means to win the war. And the United States, apparently, will keep overthinking--and finding excuses to do nothing. A few weeks ago, Ukrainian and South Korean intelligence started reporting that North Korean forces were getting involved on Russia's side. Downplaying the importance of Pyongyang's involvement, American military and intelligence officials initially suggested to The New York Times that the regime had sent engineers to build and operate North Korean military equipment in Russian hands. Subsequently, a video surfaced that seemed to show North Korean troops in Russia being given Russian military equipment. Earlier this week, the British government asserted that North Korean combat troops were on their way to Russia.

Even when the U.S. government finally acknowledged what was happening, its words showed indecision. "What exactly they're doing will have to be seen," Austin said.

Eliot A. Cohen and Phillips Payson O'Brien: How defense experts got Ukraine wrong

That reaction will not deter Putin, who understands that he is in a war, not a negotiation. He appears to doubt the steadfastness of Ukraine's supporters--and he may be proved right, particularly if U.S. voters return Donald Trump, a Putin admirer, to the White House. The Russian dictator seems intent on bleeding Ukraine to death on the battlefield. Toward that goal, he has tolerated more than 600,000 casualties among his own soldiers, the U.S. estimates. The Russian military under his command has committed innumerable war crimes--against Ukrainians and even its own troops--in pursuit of an advantage. After all this, if Putin believes that using troops from North Korea, a global outcast, will give him an edge, he won't hesitate to employ them.

Unfortunately for Ukraine, its most important partner isn't thinking as clearly. We still don't know, almost three years into the conflict, whether the U.S. wants Ukraine to win or is more concerned that Russia does not collapse. Just a few weeks ago, President Volodymyr Zelensky presented Washington with a considered plan for victory, which involved using longer-range American weaponry to conduct strikes against Russian targets--much as Russia regularly uses Iranian weapons to hit Ukrainian targets.

The Biden administration's response has been to run out the clock and pass the issue off to its successor. Its excuses have become self-fulfilling: The U.S. has had countless opportunities to step up and help Ukraine promptly, and in every instance, it has prevaricated and wasted time. At some point, Americans should realize that Putin isn't wondering what the U.S. thinks about him; he is trying relentlessly to win his war. The U.S. should respond to North Korea's involvement by doing the one thing it always should have done: give Ukraine the means to defeat the Russian invasion.
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            One hundred thirty-one years ago, Chicago hosted the World's Columbian Exposition, also known as the Chicago World's Fair, which recorded more than 25 million admissions from May 1 through October 31, 1893. The overall theme was to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus landing in the New World. Architect Daniel Burnham and landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted worked together with many others to reshape a swampy park along Lake Michigan into a 686-acre Venetian-inspired fairground. More than 65,000 exhibits from 46 nations were displayed in more than 200 structures built for the fair. Visitors were introduced to many new (and relatively new) concepts, inventions, and products, from Cracker Jack and Juicy Fruit gum to large-scale electric lighting and the Ferris wheel.


This photo essay originally misidentified the year a "farthest north" record was set.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white photograph from 1893 showing several people standing along a fence on top of a building, looking out over a large fairground filled with ornate buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors to the World's Columbian Exposition look out over the Basin and the Court of Honor. This view from the roof of the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building looks from southeast to northwest over the Grand Basin.
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                [image: People sit on steps along the a lagoon beneath a sculpture of a draft horse and teamster.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People sit on steps along the Court of Honor lagoon beneath a sculpture of a draft horse and teamster by sculptors Daniel Chester French and Edward Clark Potter. The large domed building is the Administration Building, with the Electricity Building in the background at right.
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                [image: The domes and rooftops of many buildings captured from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bird's-eye view of the fairgrounds from the north end, looking south. At lower left, four passenger cars are stopped at Mount Vernon Station along the fair's three-mile-long electric-powered elevated Intramural Railway system. The shoreline of Lake Michigan is seen at left, many of the 37 State Buildings appear in the middle of the image, and the domes and rooftops of most of the Great Exhibit Halls stand in the background.
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                [image: A very tall Ferris wheel stands above fair buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The original Ferris wheel stands above the Midway Plaisance. With a diameter of 250 feet, this carnival ride was designed and built by George Washington Gale Ferris Jr., who had bid to create a monument for the exposition that would rival the Eiffel Tower, which had been built for the Paris International Exposition of 1889. The wheel's 36 cars were capable of holding 60 people each, and a 50-cent ticket gave passengers two full revolutions, taking about 20 minutes.
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                [image: So many hats. A crowd of mostly men, almost all wearing hats, fills a wide open space in a fairground in 1893.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A large crowd gathers for the opening of the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Illinois, on May 1, 1893.
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                [image: A gondola is rowed past a restaurant with many fanciful conical towers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gondola is rowed past the Cafe de la Marine, a popular restaurant situated at the northern end of the Lagoon, alongside several other themed restaurants, including a Japanese teahouse, a soda fountain, and a Swedish cafe.
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                [image: An interior view of a large exhibit hall with many exhibit stalls]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An interior view of the Agricultural Building, looking down from the Gallery level, showing exhibits staged by some of the U.S. states, at lower left, and Canada, at lower right
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                [image: A replica woolly mammoth and giant octopus are displayed inside a hall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A replica woolly mammoth and giant octopus are displayed inside the Anthropology Building.
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                The Field Museum Library
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People sit and stand near an ornate exhibit structure representing Russia, inside a much larger hall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Russia's exhibit stands inside the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building.
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                [image: A large crowd of fair-goers walk on an avenue between many buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through the fairgrounds, past State Buildings of Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and others, at left, and the Palace of Fine Arts at right.
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                [image: Passengers ride in a small boat past a tall statue on a pedestal in a basin surrounded by many-columned structures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Passengers ride in an electric launch past the Statue of the Republic. The 65-foot-tall statue, covered in gold leaf, was meant to represent the strength of the American republic. It stood at the northeastern corner of the Grand Basin, in front of the Grand Arch of the 550-foot-long Peristyle that allowed water access to Lake Michigan.
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                [image: A night scene of fairground buildings lit up by electric lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Agricultural Building and Grand Basin seen at night, illuminated by electric lights, putting on a large-scale show of Westinghouse's alternating current system
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                [image: An elevated view of a covered moving sidewalk loop, stretching out along a pier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Great Wharf Moving Sidewalk carried passengers up and down a long pier between steamships and the fairgrounds. The sidewalk had both seated and standing sections.
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                [image: A full-scale replica battleship "docked" beside a pier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Illinois was a full-scale replica battleship, constructed in place on wooden pilings and made out of brick, stucco, and wood. The exhibit was built and operated by the U.S. Navy, to demonstrate its new Indiana-class battleships.
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                [image: A replica of a historic sailing ship docked beside a large building]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A replica of the Santa Maria, one of three replicas of Christopher Columbus's ships at the fair, docked near the Court of Honor
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                [image: People walk past a fairground exhibit built to resemble Vienna in the 1600s.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of "Old Vienna" on the Midway. The sign reads "Old Vienna, an exact architectural reproduction of streets and buildings of Vienna as  it actually appeared 200 years ago."
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                [image: People walk past a building on a fairground midway, with a sign advertising an international dress and costume exhibit.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The "World's Congress of Beauty" along the Midway. The sign reads "International Dress & Costume Exhibit. 40 Ladies from 40 Nations. World's Congress of Beauty."
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                [image: A close view of people at the foot of a large Ferris wheel]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk past the enormous Ferris wheel on the Midway.
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                [image: A line of people and animals in front of an ornate arched building facade]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trained animals are lined up with trainers, clowns, and others on the Midway.
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                [image: The interior of an old exhibit hall decorated with bunting and filled with stuffed animals in and near display cases]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An interior view of the Smithsonian Institution and United States National Museum Department of Mammals exhibit.
                #
            

            
                
                
                U.S. National Museum Photographic Laboratory / Smithsonian Institution
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several mannequins depicting Native Americans in traditional dress sit in glass display cases.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mannequins of Native Americans are exhibited in the United States Government Building, presented by the Department of Ethnology and Bureau of American Ethnology.
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                [image: A large diorama depicting several men shaking hands in an arctic scene with sled dogs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A large diorama presents a scene from the Greely Expedition (Lady Franklin Bay Expedition), showing Lieutenant Adolphus Greely, of the U.S. Army, welcoming Lieutenant James Lockwood and Sergeant David Brainard back to Fort Conger, in the Canadian Arctic, after they had just set a new "farthest north" record in 1881.
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                [image: Various giant refractory lenses in an exhibit hall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Varied Fresnel lenses for lighthouses and other navigational lights are displayed in a U.S. Patent Office exhibit.
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                [image: An enormous wheel of cheddar cheese on a sturdy cart in an exhibit hall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Mammoth Cheese, a 22,000-pound wheel of cheddar cheese made in Perth, Ontario, is displayed in Canada's exhibit in the Agricultural Building.
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                [image: An exhibit space displays cannons, rifles, bayonets, and more.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An exhibit space for the U.S. Army's Ordnance Department displays cannons, rifles, bayonets, and more.
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                [image: Gondoliers carry passengers across a lagoon, with several large buildings in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gondoliers carry passengers across the Lagoon, with the huge Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building in the background at left and the Electricity Building at right.
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                [image: A large fanciful sculpture of a ship rowed by eight women, carrying a figure on a pedestal.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a sculpture in the "Fountain of the Republic," along the Great Basin.
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                [image: Several buildings of varied architectural styles sit at the edge of a lagoon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: National buildings from Brazil and Sweden, the Cafe de la Marine, and the Fisheries Building
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                [image: Many fountains and large buildings clustered around a broad basin]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view looking south across the west end of the Great Basin
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                [image: Several people walk past carnival rides and exhibits in a photo from 1893.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors walk past the Kilauea Cyclorama on the Midway, with the Ferris wheel in the background. The Kilauea Cyclorama housed a striking depiction of Hawaii's Kilauea volcano, painted on an 11-foot-tall canvas covering the walls of a room with a 90-foot circumference.
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Taiwan Has a Trump Problem

The former president's recent rhetoric shows how his reelection could undo the central promise sustaining today's international order.

by Michael Schuman




Donald Trump was right when he warned at the Republican National Convention in July that China is "circling Taiwan" and that a "growing specter of conflict" hangs over the island. But his supposed concern hasn't stopped him from signaling to Beijing that he might not intervene militarily if China launches an invasion. "Taiwan should pay us for defense," he said in June, sounding less like the potential leader of the free world than a mafioso running a protection racket.

Trump's rhetoric shows how his reelection could undo the central promise sustaining the post-World War II order: that the United States will act as an international cavalry, riding to the rescue of allies, or at least seeking to deter autocratic aggressors. That guarantee, explicit or implicit, has led countries within the American alliance network to stake their national security on U.S. commitments. In Asia, for example, Japan has not developed a nuclear arsenal, even as Chinese leaders expand theirs, because the country is already under the American nuclear umbrella. But if the U.S. loses the will to uphold its promise under a second Trump presidency, or if other governments simply perceive that it has, the entire system of international security could unravel, potentially encouraging regional arms races, nuclear proliferation, and armed conflict--especially over Taiwan.

Michael Schuman: Trump signals weakness to Xi Jinping

"On national defense, we must rely on ourselves," Taiwan's foreign minister said in response to Trump's comments this summer, because "we have stood alone against China's threat"--which, he noted, has been true for decades. But Taiwan very likely could not defend itself from a full-scale invasion on its own. The nation, which Beijing still considers to be part of China, isn't just outnumbered and outgunned. More troubling, its armed forces are plagued by poor planning and training, insufficient stockpiles, a sclerotic command system, and weaponry that may be ill-suited to defend against an invasion.

Taiwan's forces are "not capable of any of the things that we would typically associate with a military that is taking a threat as determined and capable and proximate as China seriously," Michael Hunzeker, a professor at George Mason University who specializes in military reform, told me. Kitsch Liao, an assistant director at the Atlantic Council, a think tank based in Washington, D.C., made the point more succinctly: "Taiwan's military, in a word, is incompetent."

The need for reform is more urgent than ever. China has significantly strengthened its military over the past decade, whereas Taiwan's defense budget essentially flatlined from 2000 to 2018. Overhauling its forces would, at the very least, help Taiwan survive long enough for the U.S. to mobilize--a process that could take weeks, if not months--and bring international pressure to bear on China. Better still, it might deter Beijing from invading at all.

Without reform, Taiwan's military deficiencies would practically compel the U.S. to intervene during a conflict if it wants to preserve American power in Asia, given the vital strategic link that Taiwan provides to the region. That could entail fighting a war on a scale unseen since World War II, at a time when much of the American public no longer supports U.S. engagements overseas, even in much smaller forays.

Washington has long pursued a policy of "strategic ambiguity" toward Taiwan, withholding any firm commitment to defend it in the belief that the mere possibility of American intervention will be sufficient to deter Chinese military action to claim the island. But escalating tensions between China and Taiwan have shaken that belief. The Chinese leader Xi Jinping has taken a more hostile stance toward the government in Taipei since the Democratic Progressive Party won the presidency in 2016. Worried that Taiwanese authorities are preparing to declare formal independence, Beijing has tried to intimidate them by sending jets buzzing near their airspace and, as recently as this month, conducting military drills off the Taiwanese coast. China's aggression has heightened concerns in Washington that Xi is preparing to take Taiwan by force.

In response, President Joe Biden has tried to shore up American deterrence by stating that the U.S. would defend the island. Trump is now suggesting the opposite. In an interview with The Wall Street Journal last week, Trump said he wouldn't have to use force to protect Taiwan from a Chinese blockade because, he claimed, Xi "respects me." Instead, he would impose high tariffs on China if Beijing tried to attack Taiwan--which, he seems to believe, would be sufficient deterrence.

Michael Schuman: No more 'strategic ambiguity' on Taiwan

Taiwan's apparent inability to defend itself is a puzzle. Small states have a long record of military overachievement. Ukraine has been able to stand its ground against a much larger invading Russian army for nearly three years, albeit with large amounts of Western aid. Israel has combined advanced technology with a motivated citizen army to secure an advantage over several foes at once.

But Taiwan's military has a troubled history. After the Kuomintang--the political party that ruled Taiwan for decades--came to the island from the Chinese mainland in 1949, its army served as an appendage of its leadership. Following decades of martial law, democracy came in the 1990s. Many Taiwanese perceived the military as a tool of repression and feared that its officers would intervene in politics, so the new elected leadership scaled back the armed forces. "But the cuts went too far," Ian Easton, a professor at the U.S. Naval War College's China Maritime Studies Institute, told me. Certain crucial units, such as marines, logistical support, and combat engineers, "appear to be far below the levels that would be ideal to defeat an invasion," he added.

Taiwan's political and military leaders may also suffer from a feeling of fatalism--perhaps inadvertently fostered by American policy. The Taiwanese military has "existed for 70 years in a security bubble largely guaranteed by the United States, and it has created all sorts of moral hazard," George Mason's Hunzeker argued. The leadership sees a potential war as "either a clash of the titans, or we lose quickly," he said, creating a belief that if an invasion comes, "it's either America or nothing."

Such defeatism might be misplaced. China would likely have enough difficulty taking Taiwan by force that the West and its allies would have time to complicate the attack. As Liao, the Atlantic Council director, told me, a Chinese invasion across the Taiwan Strait would be the "largest amphibious campaign in human history." Taiwan's coastline has few easy places for Chinese troops to land, and if they did manage to gain a beachhead, they would face fierce resistance. Such a bloody, protracted, and costly struggle could become unpopular in China and politically risky for its leaders. As a result, military analysts believe that Beijing won't attempt to invade without first trying to sap Taiwan's morale and resources by launching cyberattacks, imposing blockades, and seeding internal political dissent.

Still, critics contend that Taiwan won't have the proper weapon systems to defend itself in the event of an invasion. The military relies heavily on advanced and expensive surface vessels, fighter jets, and other conventional hardware. But China will likely be able to quickly target and destroy these weapons. That's why some military experts advocate for Taiwan to overhaul its armed forces and invest in what Hunzeker calls "large numbers of cheap, mobile, and lethal" resources, including drones, short-range missiles, and small boats, which would be harder for China to locate and eliminate, and would inflict tremendous damage on Chinese invaders. Taiwan could also develop a territorial defense force--a citizen militia that would contest Chinese troops at every town and street. The goal behind these reforms is to transform Taiwan into a military "porcupine," able to deter aggressors by promising to inflict substantial pain if they attack.

But that strategy is controversial in Taiwan. Alexander Huang, a professor of strategic studies at Tamkang University in Taiwan, argues that the island's armed forces require conventional weapons to confront Chinese jet incursions and protect crucial shipping in the event of a blockade. "A porcupine may be hard to chew, but it could be starved to death," he told me. Moreover, Huang believes that a territorial defense force would be "almost impossible" to create in Taiwan. "Urban warfare, township by township, and jump into the meat grinder--it's very Hollywood, it's very Ukraine," he said. But, he continued, Taiwanese society is not "psychologically ready" for such a conflict.

Taiwan's government has been instituting some changes--boosting conscription, increasing military spending, investing in drones and mobile missiles. But critics fear that such measures fall far short of the comprehensive reform Taiwan's military needs to stand a chance against China. More optimistically, Huang asserts that Taiwan is "on the right track" but needs "at least five to 10 years of peace and stability so we can transform our military."

Whether Beijing will allow Taiwan that time is an open question. The shortcomings of Taiwan's military lend some validity to Trump's complaint that America's allies don't pay enough for their own defense and dump too much of the responsibility onto the United States--a burden that a second Trump administration might not be committed to bear.

If the U.S. won't uphold the global security system, it can't expect its partners to do so on their own. The international order will weaken, a development Xi will be ready to exploit. Perhaps America's best hope is that he will find the decision to attack Taiwan just as painful as Trump seems to find the thought of defending it.
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Iranian Dissidents Don't Want War With Israel--But They Can't Stop It

The opposition fears that Israeli attacks will strengthen the Islamic Republic.

by Arash Azizi




There is something ironic about the fact that, of all the countries in the Middle East, Iran is the one that now finds itself on the brink of war with Israel. Iran is not one of the 22 Arab states party to the decades-long Arab-Israeli conflict. Its population, unlike those of many Arab countries, harbors little anti-Israel sentiment. During the past year, mass rallies in support of the Palestinians have taken place in cities all over the world: Baghdad, Sanaa, New York, and Madrid, to name only a few. Nothing like this has happened at scale in Tehran--when Iranians really protest en masse, they tend to do so against their own regime and its obsession with Israel.

Alas, wars are waged by governments, not peoples. And because the regime ruling Iran has long made hostility toward Israel central to its identity, Iran now faces a direct confrontation with the Jewish state, regardless of whether most Iranians want such a war. For the country's opposition, the prospect has occasioned a divide--between those who fear that the next round of fighting will be a costly setback to their efforts and those who cautiously hope that it will shake something loose.

In the first camp are many Iranian dissidents, both inside and outside the country, who loudly protested Iran's missile attacks on Israel in April and October. Now they are also opposed to an Israeli counterattack on Iran: All-out war between the two countries, these activists say, would be a disaster in both humanitarian and political terms, making life worse for ordinary Iranians without weakening the Islamic Republic.

Narges Mohammadi, the Nobel Peace Prize laureate and human-rights advocate imprisoned in Tehran, and Atena Daemi, an activist who recently fled Iran after years in prison, have issued statements decrying a potential war. Mohammad Habibi, the spokesperson for Iran's teachers' union, wrote on X that he opposed "any war"; he added that he considered Hezbollah and Hamas terrorists, and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu a war criminal. Sadegh Zibakalam, an outspoken political-science professor at the University of Tehran, has repeatedly criticized the Iranian regime's declared goal of destroying Israel.

The position of this part of the Iranian opposition is friendly neither to Iranian aggression against Israel nor to Israeli strikes on Iran, on the grounds that such hostilities are most likely to preserve the power of the current regime. An Israeli attack on the Iranian oil industry would just collapse the country's infrastructure and immiserate its people, Hossein Yazdi, a social-democratic activist and former political prisoner in Tehran, told me, and attacking the country's nuclear sites could bring about a humanitarian disaster. Politically, Yazdi said, an Iran-Israel war would have terrible consequences. "Iranians are the least Islamist people in this region," Yazdi says. "They are mostly secular and friendly to the West. But a war can make fanatics out of people and give a new lease on life to the Islamic Republic."

Read: Iran is not ready for war with Israel

Many of the regime's most vociferous opponents in exile think along similar lines. Hamed Esmaeilion, a 47-year-old novelist based in Toronto, has emerged as a major voice for Iran's secular democratic opposition in recent years. His wife and 9-year-old daughter were among the passengers on PS752, the Ukrainian airliner downed by the Iranian regime under suspicious circumstances in January 2020. Esmaeilion became renowned for his advocacy on behalf of those victims' families. He published a statement on October 5, a few days after Iran's latest missile attacks on Israel, calling for opposition both to the Iranian regime and to the "fundamentalist government of Israel, which ignores international treaties and kills many civilians."

By spelling this out, Esmaeilion was speaking to another group of Iranians who oppose their government: those who favor a war with Israel, or at least regard it as a potentially useful lever for toppling the regime. I encountered such sentiments among many Iranians I talked with--and sometimes in surprising quarters. A mid-level manager at a government ministry told me, "We are in limbo now. If Israel attacks, things can be done with the regime once and for all." I spoke with some Iranians who said they just hoped that an Israeli attack would hurt the regime leaders and not ordinary people, and some who fantasized that a military confrontation with Israel would lead to a mass uprising that would finally end the regime.

Some in this camp, though not all, support the leadership aspirations of Reza Pahlavi, who was Iran's crown prince before his father was overthrown in the 1979 revolution. Pahlavi and his supporters have drawn close to Donald Trump and other elements of the international right. In April 2023, the Iranian royal visited Israel and met with Netanyahu. Some of Pahlavi's supporters work for hawkish Washington, D.C., outfits, such as the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies, and Pahlavi spoke at the National Conservatism conference, held in July in Washington. Last month, he was a keynote speaker at the Israeli American Council's annual summit in D.C., alongside Trump.

Pahlavi has long vocally opposed military attacks on Iran. But in the days after Iran's October 1 missile barrage against Israel, when an Israeli retaliation seemed imminent, Pahlavi published a video message that some took to be an implicit invitation. He called on the people of the region not to fear chaos if Iran's regime should collapse. "We will not allow a power vacuum," he promised, pledging that "patriotic Iranians" would replace the regime.

In the days that followed, Pahlavi clarified that he still opposed war. "We have seen diplomacy fail, and war is not a solution," he told Fox News on October 16. The West must "invest in the Iranian people," Pahlavi added, meaning that it should "abandon the policy of appeasement" and exert "maximum pressure on the regime" while also giving "maximum support" to the Iranian people to organize themselves.

Cameron Khansarinia is a well-known Pahlavi supporter and the vice president of a Washington-based Iranian American organization that backs the Iranian royal. I asked Khansarinia whether he supported an Israeli attack on Iran. He said that he disagreed with the "framing of the question." He told me that he hoped "no innocent Iranians are injured in Israel's inevitable retaliation," and that he supported Pahlavi's policy of "maximum pressure" alongside "maximum support" for Iranians. Khansarinia pointed to Israel's killing of Hamas and Hezbollah leaders in recent weeks as an effective means of putting pressure on the Iranian regime while supporting the people.

Read: War is coming. Will our next president be ready?

I even spoke with an Iranian socialist activist in Washington who has come to support both Pahlavi and Israel's war (a very unusual stance within his corner of the opposition): Farhad Moradi, who arrived in the United States as a refugee a few years ago, told me that Israel should avoid attacking Iran's nuclear sites or port infrastructure, because doing so wouldn't help ordinary Iranians or weaken the regime politically. But he did support Israel hitting military sites or assassinating regime figures.

Esmaeilion, the novelist and spokesperson for the passengers killed on the Ukraine-bound flight, worries that those who embrace the possibility of war with Israel do so based on delusions about what both war and regime change really entail. Iranians need a "revolution" to bring down their regime, he said in his statement--not a foreign conflict. And doing battle with Israel could be terribly costly. "The current Israeli government has shown that it's not really committed to international law," he told me. "Many innocent people have died. If a broad war breaks out between Iran and Israel, many more innocents will die. The regime will also use people as human shields and cannon fodder."

Esmaeilion is of the generation that can vividly remember the Iran-Iraq War of 1980-88. Many of his novels are set during that conflict, which killed as many as half a million people. The talk of potential Israeli attacks on Iranian infrastructure recalls very specific traumas. "My father worked at the Kermanshah refinery when it was bombed on July 24, 1986," he said. "He lost six of his colleagues there. Three days later, my uncle was killed when Iraq bombed the aluminum works in Arak. Many of my relatives died at the front in that war. What remained was pain and suffering for many years to follow. War can be terrible."

Esmaeilion agrees with Hossein Yazdi, the activist in Tehran, that a war with Israel risks strengthening the regime. The opposition is fractious, and the Islamic Republic could use war as a pretext to clamp down on fragile networks that need shoring up: "We must organize our forces, bring about strikes and uprisings and finish this nightmare of a regime once and for all," he told me. "A war will hurt this process."

Read: The collapse of the Khamenei doctrine

The divisions within the Iranian opposition are deep and often rancorous. Yazdi told me that he found Pahlavi's intervention ominous. "It's very scary for the prime minister of Israel to meet with a fugitive Iranian prince," he told me. Many Iranians will even back the current regime if the alternative is an Israeli-backed restoration of the fallen monarchy, he said. Last year, Esmaeilion joined an anti-regime coalition that included Pahlavi and others, including the U.S.-based women's-rights activist Masih Alinejad--but the effort collapsed in less than a month over disagreements about Iran's future.

In the end, debates among Iranian dissidents over the desirability of an Israeli attack matter only so much. The Iranian opposition does not get to decide what Israel will do. It is watching events, not shaping them--and until and unless it gets organized, that will be true within Iran as well.
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Democrats Are Treating a Big Win as a Liability

They don't want to talk about how President Biden's policies have created an EV-manufacturing boom.

by Patrick George




Representative Elissa Slotkin, a Michigan Democrat in a tight race for a Senate seat, has been on the defensive about a manufacturing renaissance happening in her own backyard.



Thanks to incentives that President Joe Biden's administration has championed in the Inflation Reduction Act and other legislation, Michigan alone could see 50,000 or more new jobs by 2030 brought on by the boom in electric vehicles. And yet, in a new ad, Slotkin all but disavows EVs, telling voters, "I live on a dirt road, nowhere near a charging station, so I don't own an electric car."



"No one should tell us what to buy, and no one is going to mandate anything," she says in the ad. "What you drive is your call--no one else's." Only in between such assurances does Slotkin allow that if an EV boom is happening, she'd rather those cars be built in Michigan than in China.



Normally, an economic explosion of this magnitude would be the kind of win that any politician would fight for and hinge reelections on. But Slotkin's party is clearly not winning the information war over electric vehicles. The IRA is spurring General Motors, Ford, Volvo, BMW, and many others to retrofit old car plants and build new battery factories across the U.S., challenging China for control over the technology of the future. Economic stories like Michigan's are playing out in Georgia, Nevada, North and South Carolina, and Tennessee, too. Yet, according to recent data from the nonprofit advocacy group American EV Jobs Alliance, more than 75 percent of the political messaging about EVs this election cycle has been negative. Donald Trump has been railing against what he and critics falsely call electric-vehicle "mandates" for drivers; Vice President Kamala Harris hasn't exactly been on camera ripping hard launches in an electric Hummer the way Biden did in 2021. Instead, she too has been reassuring crowds that "I will never tell you what car you have to drive." Democrats have decided to treat what should have been one of the biggest manufacturing and job wins of the past century as a political liability.



"I think the great, irritating tragedy to all this is the actual story of EVs and auto jobs is a very good one," says Mike Murphy, a longtime Republican political consultant who co-founded the American EV Jobs Alliance and also runs the EV Politics Project, which is dedicated to pushing Republicans towards EV adoption. His group found that most political messaging about EVs references people being forced to drive electric someday under some kind of "gas car ban" that starts with layoffs now and will ultimately kill the American auto industry. None of that is true; nowhere in the U.S. has "mandates" that every person must drive an electric car. Trump has also repeatedly and misleadingly said that EVs "don't go far" (their ranges can rival gas vehicles) and are "all going to be made in China" while comically overstating the cost of building electric-vehicle chargers. Somehow, it seems to be working. During this election, the narrative has spun out of control, particularly in Michigan, Murphy told me. Tens of thousands of new manufacturing jobs are coming to Michigan because of EVs, Murphy said. "The problem is that it's the biggest secret of the campaign."



The Biden administration did set a goal of increased EV sales--that 50 percent of all new cars sold in 2030 would have zero tailpipe emissions. Functionally, that means developing a robust local battery-manufacturing ecosystem after America and the rest of the world spent decades outsourcing it to China. And the IRA was meant to give carmakers and parts suppliers the teeth to actually do that work. Ample evidence suggests that the act's plans are working as intended--especially in red and swing states. The Hyundai Motor Group has sped up the opening of Georgia's biggest-ever economic-development project, its new $7.6 billion EV-making "Metaplant." Last week, Scout Motors--a classic American brand revived by the Volkswagen Group--unveiled an electric truck and SUV that it aims to manufacture in South Carolina at a new $2 billion factory by 2027. Tennessee is becoming an epicenter for battery-making, thanks to some $15 billion invested for various EV projects. And Kentucky is also seeing billions in job-creating investments from Toyota, Rivian, and other companies as it seeks to become what Governor Andy Beshear has called "the EV capital of the United States." Cleaner cars, manufactured at home, with battery technology no longer firmly in the hands of a geopolitical adversary--from an electoral perspective, what's not to like?



Yet Democrats on the campaign trail are reluctant to talk about any of this. And so far, American car buyers simply aren't as willing to buy EVs as policy makers and automakers hoped. EV sales have risen significantly since the early days of the Biden administration, but they haven't taken off the way automakers believed they would. GM, for example, once projected 1 million EVs produced by 2025 but will have scored a major victory if it can sell 100,000 by the end of this year. Those slower-than-expected sales, plus the fact that automakers are getting crushed on still-high battery costs, have led several companies to cancel or delay new EV projects. Plenty of Americans have little to no personal exposure to cars outside the gas-powered ones they've been driving for a century, and still regard EVs as expensive toys for wealthy people on the coasts.
 
 Democrats have not yet figured out how to square these two realities: American voters might support the jobs that EV manufacturing creates, but they can be fearful of or even hostile toward the product. Instead, the party has ceded rhetorical ground to Trump's line of attack: that Biden's (and presumably Harris's) policies are meant to force Americans to someday buy a car they don't want, or even "take away your car," as the Heritage Foundation has put it. "The Republican Party in the Senate race has been pounding, pounding, pounding on the [internal-combustion engine] ban, which is a scary thing that tests pretty well if you want to scare voters, particularly in Michigan," Murphy said. The GOP's anti-EV sentiment has been helped along, too, by the fossil-fuel industry's ad campaigns.



Meanwhile, the CEOs of Ford, General Motors, and the EV start-up Rivian have all expressed dismay about how politicized vehicle propulsion has become. The Tesla CEO Elon Musk doesn't seem to be much help: Trump has repeatedly said that Musk has never asked him to go easier on EVs, something Musk cheerfully reaffirmed on X. Trump has vowed to repeal Biden's EV "mandate" on day one of his presidency; whether he can without an act of Congress is the subject of intense speculation in the auto industry. Then again, a Trump sweep could mean he'd get the firepower to do exactly that, by targeting the tax breaks to buy EVs, the incentives to manufacture them, or both. Trump is unlikely to be able to halt a transition happening at car companies all over the world, but he could delay it or put the U.S. further behind the curve.



In theory, no red-state governor or member of Congress should want to give up the jobs that the EV boom is creating. (Trump's running mate, J. D. Vance, has contended that EV manufacturing will mean job losses for the auto industry overall, even though Honda and LG Energy Solution are committing some $4 billion to its future electric "hub" in Vance's home state of Ohio.) But the success of this manufacturing boom in Georgia or Michigan does hinge on people actually buying those products. One recent survey by an automotive research group found that a person's political identity has become less associated with EV acceptance. But Republican rhetoric could reverse that. Murphy pointed to one recent poll his group conducted showing that 62 percent of Michigan respondents said the government's push to adopt more electric vehicles is a bad thing for the state. Until recently, he told me, he felt that the auto industry's leaders weren't spooked by the political push against EVs. Now, he said, "they ought to be."
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The Giant Asterisk on Election Betting

A disputed outcome could throw prediction markets into chaos.

by Lila Shroff




On Election Night, millions of Americans will watch anxiously as the ballot counts stream in. Most will be worried about the political future of their country. Some will also have money on the line.



Over the past several months, election betting has gone mainstream. On Polymarket, perhaps the most popular political-betting site, people have wagered more than $200 million on the outcome of the U.S. presidential election. The election forecaster Nate Silver recently joined the company as an adviser, and its election odds have been cited by media outlets including CNN, Bloomberg, and The New York Times. Polymarket is officially off-limits to U.S. users, but the website is still accessible using technical work-arounds. Americans can directly place bets on other platforms such as PredictIt and Kalshi, the latter of which was recently approved to offer legal election betting. Just this week, the investing app Robinhood launched its own presidential-election market.



In a sense, election betting is like sports betting: Think Donald Trump will win next week? Put money down on it, and profit if you're right. But these sites present themselves as more than just a way to make a quick buck. They assert that how people bet, whether on the benign (who will be the next James Bond?) or the consequential (will Israel and Hamas reach a cease-fire before the end of the year?), can help forecast the future. Because there's money involved, the thinking goes, these prediction markets leverage the collective wisdom of what people actually think will occur, not what they hope will. For example, this summer, prediction markets accurately forecast President Joe Biden's withdrawal from the race. If they are right about the election, Donald Trump has the edge: On Polymarket, for instance, Trump currently has roughly a 65 percent chance of winning the election.



But what will happen if the outcome is contested? Many Trump loyalists are already preparing for the next "Stop the Steal" campaign rooted in unfounded claims of a rigged election. A disputed election could plunge these betting sites into chaos. Prediction markets sometimes describe themselves as "truth machines." But that's a challenging role to assume when Americans can't agree on what the basic truth even is.



Prediction markets have become popular among Trump supporters--no doubt because they show that Trump is favored to win even as the polls remain deadlocked. If Trump loses, election denialists may look to the betting markets as part of their evidence that the race was stolen. The groundwork is already being laid. "More accurate than polls," Elon Musk recently tweeted to his more than 200 million followers on X, alongside an image displaying Trump's favorable Polymarket odds. "You shouldn't believe the polls," J. D. Vance has agreed. "I think that chart's about right," he said in reference to Kalshi's presidential odds. Even Trump himself has talked up his betting odds, both online and in real life. "I don't know what the hell it means, but it means that we're doing pretty well," he recently said of Polymarket, during a speech in Michigan. Indeed, if you follow only betting markets, a Trump loss might even be surprising, potentially fueling claims of foul play.



Prediction markets have already received significant attention in the lead-up to the election, but this might be only the start. Strange activity could occur on these betting sites after the polls close. That's because most of these markets will remain open for bets for weeks and months after the election, in some cases as late as Inauguration Day. A significant amount of money will likely be wagered after votes have been cast, and the market odds could diverge from election results.



That's what happened during the previous presidential election. In 2020, even after an audit had confirmed Biden's win in Georgia and his victory was certified, PredictIt still gave Trump a nontrivial chance of winning the state, at one point reaching as high as 17 percent. Putting money on a Trump win after he officially lost wouldn't make much sense--unless, that is, you genuinely believed that the election was stolen or that Trump would be successful in an extralegal attempt to overturn results. This time around, with more money on the line and election denialism already in the air, a contested election could result in even more anomalous election odds after the polls close. In other words, betting markets can't be disentangled from a reality in which a segment of the country does not believe the election results.



Especially on Polymarket, such a scenario could get weird fast. Polymarket runs on the blockchain--bets are made with cryptocurrency, and official decisions about who wins are made by the holders of a crypto token called UMA. If there is a disagreement over what occurred, UMA token-holders can vote to determine the official outcome. These are not lawyers scrupulously analyzing predefined rules, but people considering evidence posted to a Discord server. Although token-holders have strong incentives to vote honestly, the system is still vulnerable to manipulation. And in a highly contentious election, things could get messy.



Consider how the Venezuelan presidential election this summer played out on Polymarket. According to Polymarket's rules, the winner was to be determined based primarily on "official information from Venezuela." Given that the authoritarian incumbent Nicolas Maduro controlled the election, bettors initially favored him by a sizable margin--in part, because it seemed likely that he would stay in power, regardless of how Venezuelans voted. That's what happened. Although the opposition candidate, Edmundo Gonzalez, got more votes, Maduro stole the election. But the UMA arbiters declared Gonzalez the winner, overriding Polymarket's original rules. Some bettors defended the decision: Rubber-stamping Maduro's fraudulent win, they argued, would be "very bad, even dystopian." Others felt they had been scammed. "What happens next, if Trump doesnt recognize the election results," wrote one user in the Polymarket comments section.



Venezuela is a unique case. Trump cannot steal the election like Maduro did--he's not even currently in office. Still, UMA decision makers could go against official sources if the results are disputed. Even in the case of a contested election, such an outcome would be unlikely because it would be a massive blow to Polymarket's credibility, Frank Muci, a policy fellow at the London School of Economics, told me. However, he added, "if there are Supreme Court rulings and dissenting opinions and Trump is saying that the election was really stolen, [then] politics may override the narrow bottom line." Polymarket, which did not respond to multiple requests for comment, could always intervene and overrule UMA's results. It didn't do so after the Venezuela debacle, but earlier this year Polymarket refunded some users after UMA got a resolution wrong.



Other election-betting sites have more precautions in the case of a contested election. Both Kalshi and PredictIt determine market outcomes in-house. Xavier Sottile, the head of markets at Kalshi, said in an email that if Kalshi's users have a credible reason to dispute who is declared the winner on the platform, the company has "an independent market outcome review committee" that includes "election-focused academics" to verify the resolution. But if people disagree on who won the election, some percentage of bettors are destined to be deeply unhappy, no matter how fairly these markets are resolved.



After the election, betting sites may look less like oracles than mirrors, reflecting the nation's disunity back at us. In 2020, Trump's outsize odds on prediction markets following Biden's win led Nate Silver to write that that markets were "detached from reality." So too is our country. Many Republicans falsely believe that Trump won the last election, a lie that Vance has repeated of late. In a way, prediction markets act as a microcosm of America's political psyche, distilling the confusion of our political moment into tidy charts.
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This Is What $44 Billion Buys You

Elon Musk has turned X into a political weapon.

by Charlie Warzel




Elon Musk didn't just get a social network--he got a political weapon.



It's easy to forget that Elon Musk's purchase of Twitter was so rash and ill-advised that the centibillionaire actually tried to back out of it. Only after he was sued and forced into legal discovery did Musk go through with the acquisition, which has been a financial disaster. He's alienated advertisers and turned the app, now called X, into his personal playground, where he's the perpetual main character. And for what?



Only Musk can know what he thought he was buying two years ago, though it seems clear the purchase was ideological in nature. In any case, the true value of X--the specific, chaotic return on his investment--has become readily apparent in these teeth-gnashing final days leading up to November 5. For Musk, the platform has become a useful political weapon of confusion, a machine retrofitted to poison the information environment by filling it with dangerous, false, and unsubstantiated rumors about election fraud that can reach mass audiences. How much does it cost to successfully (to use Steve Bannon's preferred phrasing) flood the zone with shit? Thanks to Musk's acquisition, we can put a figure on it: $44 billion.



Nothing better encapsulates X's ability to sow informational chaos than the Election Integrity Community--a feed on the platform where users are instructed to subscribe and "share potential incidents of voter fraud or irregularities you see while voting in the 2024 election." The community, which was launched last week by Musk's America PAC, has more than 34,000 members; roughly 20,000 have joined since Musk promoted the feed last night. It is jammed with examples of terrified speculation and clearly false rumors about fraud. Its top post yesterday morning was a long rant from a "Q Patriot." His complaint was that when he went to vote early in Philadelphia, election workers directed him to fill out a mail-in ballot and place it in a secure drop box, a process he described as "VERY SKETCHY!" But this is, in fact, just how things work: Pennsylvania's early-voting system functions via on-demand mail-in ballots, which are filled in at polling locations. The Q Patriot's post, which has been viewed more than 62,000 times, is representative of the type of fearmongering present in the feed and a sterling example of a phenomenon recently articulated by the technology writer Mike Masnick, where "everything is a conspiracy theory when you don't bother to educate yourself."

Read: Elon Musk has reached a new low

Elsewhere in the Election Integrity Community, users have reposted debunked theories from 2020 about voting machines switching votes, while others are sharing old claims of voter fraud from past local elections. Since Musk promoted the feed last night, it has become an efficient instrument for incitement and harassment; more users are posting about individual election workers, sometimes singling them out by name. In many instances, users will share a video, purportedly from a polling location, while asking questions like "Is this real?" This morning, the community accused a man in Northampton County, Pennsylvania, of stealing ballots. Popular right-wing influencers such as Alex Jones amplified the claim, but their suspect turned out to be the county's postmaster, simply doing his job.



The most important feature of the Election Integrity Community is the sheer volume of posts: dozens per hour, such that scrolling through them becomes overwhelming. It presents the viewer with fragmented pieces of information--more than any casual news consumer (or most election offices, for that matter) might be able to confirm or debunk. And so the feed is the purest distillation of what Musk's platform wishes to accomplish. He has created a bullshit machine.



There are three major components to this tool. The first is that X exposes its users to right-wing political content frequently, whether they want it or not. To test this theory, I recently created a new X account, which required me to answer a few onboarding questions to build my feed: I told X that I was interested in news about technology, gaming, sports, and culture. The first account the site prompted me to follow was Musk's, but I opted instead to follow only ESPN. Still, when I opened the app, it defaulted me to the "For You" feed, which surfaces content from accounts outside the ones a user follows. A Musk post was the first thing I encountered, followed quickly by a post from Donald Trump and another from an account called @MJTruthUltra, which offered a warning from a supposed FBI whistleblower: "Vote, arm yourself, Stock up 3-4 Months Supply of Food and Water, and Pray." After that was a post from a MAGA influencer accusing Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg of "censoring patriots," followed by posts from Libs of TikTok (a video from a school-board meeting about girls' bathrooms), MAGA influencers Benny Johnson and Jack Posobiec, and Dom Lucre, a right-wing personality who was once banned from the platform for sharing an explicit image of a child being tortured.

Read: I'm running out of ways to explain how bad this is

X is also experimenting with other algorithmic ways to surface rumors and discredited election news. The platform recently launched a new AI-powered "stories for you" feature, which curates trending topics without human review and highlights them prominently to selected users. NBC News found five examples of this feature sharing election-fraud theories, including debunked claims about voting machines and fraud in Maricopa County, Arizona.



This algorithmic prioritization represents the second prong of the approach: granting far-right influencers and the MAGA faithful greater reach with their posts. A Washington Post analysis of lawmaker tweets from July 2023 to the present day show that Republican officials' posts go viral far more often than Democrats' do, and that Musk's right-wing political activism has encouraged Republican lawmakers to post more, too, "allowing them to greatly outnumber Democrats on users' feeds." According to the Post, "Republicans' tweets totaled more than 7.5 billion views since July 2023--more than double the Democrats' 3.3 billion." Musk has effectively turned the platform into a far-right social network and echo chamber, not unlike Rumble and Truth Social. The difference, of course, is X's size and audience, which still contains many prominent influencers, celebrities, athletes, and media members.



The third and final element of X's bullshit engine is Musk himself, who has become the platform's loudest amplifier of specious voter-fraud claims. Bloomberg recently analyzed more than 53,000 of Musk's posts and found that he has posted more about immigration and voter fraud than any other topic, garnering roughly 10 billion views. Musk's mask-off MAGA boosterism has also empowered other reactionaries with big accounts to shitpost in his image. When they do, Musk will frequently repost or reply to their accounts, boosting their visibility. Here's a representative example: On October 23, the venture capitalist Shaun Maguire posted that he'd heard a rumor from a senator about more ballots being mailed out in California than the number of legal voters. "Can anyone confirm or deny this?" he asked his more than 166,000 followers on X. Musk replied to the post, noting, "I'm hearing one crazy story after another."

Read: Elon Musk says he would recognize a Harris election victory

On this point, I believe Musk. The billionaire is inundated with wild election speculation because he is addicted to the rumormongering machine that he helped design. This is the strategy at work, the very reason the volume of alarming-seeming anecdotes about a stolen election work so well. Not only are there too many false claims to conceivably debunk, but the scale of the misleading information gives people the perception that there is simply too much evidence out there for it all to be made up. Musk, whether he believes it or not, can claim that he is "hearing one crazy story after another" and coax his bespoke echo chamber to proffer evidence.



X's current political project is clear: Musk, his PAC, and his legion of acolytes are creating the conditions necessary to claim that the 2024 election is stolen, should Kamala Harris be declared the winner. But the effects of that effort are far more pernicious. If you spend enough time scrolling through the Election Integrity Community feed and its unending carousel of fraud allegations, it isn't hard to begin to see the world through the paranoid lens that X offers to millions of its users. It is disorienting and dismaying to have to bushwhack through the dense terrain of lies and do the mental calisthenics of trying to fact-check hundreds of people crying nefarious about things they haven't even bothered to research. Worse yet, it's easy to see how somebody might simply give in, beaten into submission by the scale of it all. In this way, even though X is Musk's project, it may actually be built in the image of the MAGA candidate himself. A $44 billion monument to Trump's greatest (and only real) trick, as he put it in a 2021 speech: "If you say it enough and keep saying it, they'll start to believe you."
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The Worst Statue in the History of Sports

Dwyane Wade deserves a do-over.

by Ross Andersen




Sunday was supposed to be one of the greatest days of Dwyane Wade's life. Back in January, Pat Riley, the longtime president of the Miami Heat, announced the team's plans to honor Wade with a statue, and now it was finally to be unveiled. This would not be like the comically small statue of Philadelphia 76ers legend Allen Iverson that had been erected outside that team's training complex in April. This would be a monument befitting the greatest player ever to wear a Heat uniform, according to Riley. It would dominate the entrance of the Kaseya Center, where the Heat play home games. Wade recognized the significance. A couple hundred players have been inducted into the Basketball Hall of Fame, he told the Today show before the event. But in the NBA, statues of this kind are reserved for all-time greats, guys even casual fans know by their first names: Kobe, Magic, Michael.

At the ceremony, Wade sat in the front row with his family, smiling warmly as Udonis Haslem, his teammate of 15 years, and then Riley, paid him tribute. The Heat's home games may be packed with South Beachers, Haslem said, but Wade brought joy to all of Miami. He name-checked Liberty City and Overtown, historically Black neighborhoods. Wade's grown son took the stage and said that Wade had always put fatherhood before basketball. They embraced. Wade wiped away tears. The moment of unveiling arrived. The eight-foot bronze statue was hidden behind large black panels. They slid open, flames shot out, and for a moment, a blast of fog obscured the figure's face, adding to the suspense.

Suspense is what the tuned-in viewing public has learned to feel during these unveilings. Some have been well received. The naturalistic bronze statue of Michael Jordan at the United Center, in Chicago, is like a Jumpman logo made flesh, and then made metal. It looks elemental, like it could be worn down for millennia and still maintain its fundamental character. But there have been misses, too. Earlier this year, the Lakers unveiled a Kobe Bryant statue with oddly stretched proportions and a too-angular face. It made Bryant look like a second-rate Terminator villain, and to add insult to injury, the inscription at its base was marred by misspellings. In 2017, fans of Cristiano Ronaldo were so aghast at a sculptor's cartoonish bust of the legendary footballer that they hounded him into making a new one.

It gives me no pleasure--and, in fact, considerable pain--to report that Dwyane Wade's statue may be the worst of them all. Studio Rotblatt Amrany, the same firm that made Kobe's statue, put 800 hours of work into it, we are told. And yet, as a likeness of Wade, it does not even rise to the level of wax works from Madame Tussauds. Amid a mounting backlash, one of the sculptors has said that no one else could do any better, a claim that flies in the face of the whole history of sculpture.

Wade had asked the firm to memorialize a moment from Miami's 2008-09 season, which seems to have deepened his bond with the city. Having just hit a buzzer beater in double overtime against the Chicago Bulls, Wade jumped onto the scorer's table and screamed, "This is my house" to a euphoric home crowd. He was 27 years old. The statue gives him the thick, grizzled look of a man in his mid-50s. He seems to suffer from a rare elephantiasis, hyperlocal to the jaw. The eyes are all wrong. If Wade ever had to flee the country, and for some reason the detectives who pursued him overseas had only a cast of this statue to identify him, he would likely remain at large forever.

Read: The secret code of pickup basketball

In the late 17th century, a Bernini statue so incensed Louis XIV that he demanded that it be destroyed. The Sun King was obsessed with his own image. Bernini rendered him as a Roman general on horseback, but at some point, for reasons that are lost to history, he chose to carve a smile into the king's face. Louis XIV must have found the smile out of keeping with the fearsome martial aura that he wished to project. He spared the statue, but had it moved to a distant section of the gardens at Versailles.

I kept playing back the video of Wade's unveiling, to see if he might betray a similar flash of anger. I wouldn't have blamed him. The Associated Press reports that this was not his first time seeing it. He'd visited the sculptors multiple times while the statue was being produced, and had had a preview of its head. Maybe he'd reacted strongly then, before putting on a brave face for the cameras. Wade had to know that any wince or grimace would have worsened the social-media circus that was sure to come.

Read: Air Jordan is finally deflating

He took a few tentative steps toward the statue, hands clasped in front of him. He stepped to its side, to look at it in profile. He was polite enough. When his family joined him, he appeared to be moved. In his remarks, he asked, of the statue: "Who is that guy?" Some news accounts of the unveiling have seized on this quote, but it was clearly made in a spirit of humility, as in: How did a guy like me, from such modest beginnings, end up on a pedestal?

Some people believe that who you are on the basketball court is who you are in real life. That is a child's idea of wisdom, but in Wade's case, there is some truth to it. He was pure grace on the hardwood. At 6 foot 4, he wasn't one of the NBA's giants. Wade was an everyman, albeit a shifty one who could leap fearlessly toward the rim, pinball between larger defenders, and score. The most beautiful thing was the way that he landed, almost always cleanly, on two feet, in the relaxed way in which you might come to rest on the bottom step of the staircase in your childhood home.

By all accounts and appearances, Wade is just as graceful off the court. He certainly has the grace not to sour an event meant to honor him. Yesterday, after the statue had been memed nearly to death for 24 hours, Wade defended it, and stood up for the sculptors. He said that it doesn't need to look like him, because it's only an artistic expression of a particular moment. I think he deserved a better statue, but maybe, in the end, it was all his fault. Maybe his game was the problem. Maybe Wade moved too fluidly to ever be stilled in bronze.
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The Next 'Stop the Steal' Movement Is Here

The right is already saying the election is rigged.

by Ali Breland




The election is rigged. Democrats are already working to steal the election from Donald Trump, and the results are going to be illegitimate. That is, unless Trump wins. This is the message that has been percolating through segments of the online right. Over the past several weeks, conservative figures ranging from the fringe to the mainstream have been priming their audiences to declare fraud should the election not go their way. "The Democrats are rigging the 2024 election just like they did in 2020," Laura Loomer, a right-wing troll and Trump ally, posted on the messaging app Telegram earlier this month. "From illegal voter registrations in Arizona, to widespread mail-in ballot fraud and encouraging democrats to flood the polls with illegal alien voters, they're setting the stage to steal key swing states."



Democrats "will be stealing Wisconsin and Michigan," Owen Shroyer, the far-right host of the Infowars show War Room, said on air last week. "I'd say that's all but guaranteed at this point." He then moved on to question why results might not be available on Election Night as they were in years prior to the rise of mail-in ballots (which take more time to count and process), a common right-wing line intended to further call the election's integrity into question. The idea is that it's supposedly fishy that votes now take longer to count, as though election fraud is something that cannot be done rapidly, but must be carefully aged like a delicate French cheese.



Even by the standards of the fringier segments of the right, Loomer and Shroyer are known for saying outrageous and polemic things. Still, more mainstream figures are also trying to more gently push the idea that election-security flaws may exist that could jeopardize the results. Fox News's Jesse Watters accused Democrats of "trying to make elections less secure" on a segment during his show earlier this month. On Infowars, Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene claimed that voting machines were changing voters' intended ballot choices in a reliably red, mostly rural county in Georgia. "I will be working to investigate this issue and ensure the integrity of our elections in Georgia," she later posted.



The claims fall into several rough categories that range from soft attempts to undermine the credibility of the election to outright conspiracy theories: that there are voting irregularities that suggest something is amiss, that the time it will take for results to be tallied is suspiciously long, that Democrats are encouraging explicit voter fraud, that a scheme is afoot to let noncitizens vote and potentially sway the election. But there is no evidence that the election is being rigged.

Given that the MAGA right seeded election denialism after Trump lost his bid for the presidency in 2020, such claims are not surprising. Some kind of "Stop the Steal" redux has long seemed almost inevitable. Less obvious is what the downstream impacts will be. Claims that noncitizens are voting have already led to the erroneous removal of registered voters from the polls, as seen in Texas, but other effects are less clear. Intelligence officials have warned that they anticipate violence around the election. But what does that actually look like, especially if Trump loses?



In 2020, a series of escalating protests in Washington, D.C., culminated in the attack on the Capitol after the turn of the new year. January 6 was energized and encouraged by right-wing protests against COVID-era lockdowns at statehouses across the United States. A protest of hundreds of MAGA supporters had already happened in D.C. by this time in 2020. They served as dry runs for the big one.



This time around, nothing like that has happened in the lead-up to Election Day. Although the past year has seen notable far-right mobilization and activity, and Trump attracts large crowds at his rallies, the fervor hasn't reached the levels it did in 2020. There haven't been practice protests across the country that could build up to a massive moment. A January 6-style event is possible, but it would require an abrupt shift in energy, and the will to mobilize would have to materialize almost immediately. And such mobilization would have to happen in a world where people have seen the consequences of January 6, understanding that they could face prosecution and convictions as well.



The right "can't create momentum out of thin air," Hannah Gais, a researcher at the Southern Poverty Law Center, told me. Still, even if there isn't energy in the streets, there is momentum online to reject a Trump loss, and that probably is going to escalate. This rhetoric will likely be translated into violence, just not the Capitol-riot kind. Gais fears that the spike in violent rhetoric encouraged by claims of election fraud could spur unpredictable, isolated instances of violence across the country, instead of large, organized ones.





The intelligence community is similarly worried. In a memo reported on by Wired, the Department of Homeland Security's Office of Intelligence and Analysis is concerned about an increased "risk of violence against government targets and ideological opponents," heightened by the election season. According to the report, analysts have seen online discussions "preparing for future violence against public officials and federal agents." Now more and more people, especially on the right, are openly fantasizing about subjecting their enemies to violent retribution, and in some cases, are actually already doing it.



Last week, a man punched a poll worker after the official asked him to remove his MAGA hat to comply with electioneering laws. Today, hundreds of ballots were destroyed after ballot drop boxes were set on fire in Portland, Oregon, and Vancouver, Washington.

Other recent political violence has been even more concerning. Earlier this year, a man in Pennsylvania beheaded his federal-employee father and called on others to kill federal employees. A man in Arizona planned a mass shooting at a rap concert in an attempt to start a race war before the election. These events happened months ago, before the election was in full swing and before people started making unfounded claims about it being rigged. Should Trump lose on November 5, Loomer, Shroyer, Greene, and the like are laying the groundwork for very dark things to happen.
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A Defense of the Leaf Blower

Reassessing America's most hated appliance

by Ian Bogost




The trees have a job: to blush their leaves orange or red and then drop them to the lawns and pavements below. If you are one of the many millions of Americans who own their homes, you may soon be faced with the question of what to do with all that foliage. Maybe you will rake your leaves into piles. Maybe you will let them decay into the ground. And maybe--just maybe--you will risk your hard-earned reputation by gusting them away with a leaf blower.

For decades now, the dust and din of blowing leaves has infuriated Americans, sometimes to the point of violence. "The gas leaf blower is by all measures, and without dispute, harmful," a New York Times op-ed announced in 2022, summing up the new consensus. Although the blower's squall rages and enrages year-round, pushing snow, grass, and dirt alike, autumn gives it special purpose. The very first commercial blower, from the 1970s, was touted on these grounds: "In fall, it rounds up a yardful of leaves in no time." That makes now a perfect time for me to say what nobody else would dare to: The leaf blower--that is, the machine itself, as it's used for blowing leaves--is a force for good.

But Americans are also right: In many ways, leaf blowers are truly terrible. They are loud, which is irritating to those far away and can damage the hearing of anyone nearby. And they're inhospitable: Blowers hurtle dirt and debris, along with other particles, through public space; they create a gale unnecessary for sidewalks.

This is why America has witnessed a fearsome blower blowback for about as long as we've had blowers. In the 1980s, some homeowners' associations and municipalities started trying to curb the things. Cities moved to ban them entirely. In 1997, Los Angeles passed an ordinance to limit their use within the city. The entire state of California now prohibits the sale of new gas-powered blowers, which is the type that The Atlantic's James Fallows helped banish from Washington, D.C.

The more recent efforts to get rid of blowers have focused on the combustion engines used in many models. These pollute the air as much as an automobile. In recent years, an alternative has emerged in the form of cleaner, electric blowers, with lithium-ion batteries for power, that are strong enough to push a mound of dried-out vegetation to the street. But even if these new devices can solve the blower's air-pollution problem, they do not address its many other irritations. Battery blowers can be just as loud as those that run on gas, according to Kris Kiser, the president and CEO of the Outdoor Power Equipment Institute. Testing finds that some may hit 90 decibels--that's louder than city traffic--when they're producing enough air pressure to, well, blow stuff. And just like the old-fashioned blowers, their blasts end up spreading dirt and dust and leaves well beyond their users' targets.

Yet the blower's many faults must be weighed against the elemental fact that evicting fallen leaves from your property in late October is a heinous chore, and one that cannot be accomplished easily via mulcher, mower, rake, or bonfire. A leaf blower, though, is as suited to this purpose as a toaster is to browning bread: It is a magnificent, purpose-built device for sending yard detritus from one place to another. I'll grant that there would be certain benefits, to the Earth and to our own well-being if we could move all of our leaves by hand. The same is true of travel: Walking to another state would do far less damage to the world than flying in an airplane. But the convenience of a blower, like the convenience of jet-propelled flight, is sometimes worth the cost.

But leaf blowers, like airplanes, can be grossly overused. The problem that a blower solves so beautifully--the need for clearing leaves--is, or should be, limited in time: Several blowing sessions should suffice, sprinkled in from October to December. I submit that the case against the blower has less to do with leaves than with all the other things that people like to push around with air, at all the other times of year.

Read: Your TV is too good for you

In particular, it has to do with grass. Consider the "mow and blow," a standard offering for yard work, in which a crew will trim a lawn, then blast it clear of clumps of trimmings with artificial wind. A crew that did a "mow" but not the "blow" would have to spend a lot of time collecting clippings, as well as dust and dirt, in bags and then disposing of them. That's why gardeners in Los Angeles, who made their living from this work, were among the most vocal opponents of that city's blower ban during the '90s. (The city and its landscapers skirmished for years.) Even to this day, the loudest, most annoying blowing comes from this commercial work, Kiser told me. Yard-service companies may end up using four to eight blowers at a time, as early as 5 o'clock in the morning. "That's where you get in trouble," he said.

Demand for this noisy work is high: Some 40 percent of U.S. households with lawns hired out yard services in 2017. During the pandemic, American homeowners started doing more of their own yard maintenance, Kiser told me, and some bought leaf blowers of their own. That trend may now be over, but blower sales are still increasing worldwide, especially as new battery-equipped models become more powerful. In other words, the blowing bubble may still be growing.

Read: How Starbucks perfected autumn

Excessive use of blowers, not the tools themselves, should be taken as the villain here. The "mow and blow" could be extinguished, or at least scaled back. Homeowners and the people they hire ought to blow much less often, and for shorter durations. They could bag their grass, or cut it frequently enough that the clippings remain modest and would not have to be dispersed by air. This would allow everyone to save their clamor for the autumn, when the blower's power and fitness for purpose could be fully, gloriously, and temporarily unleashed.

Some will ask why this temperance with blowing should be limited. Why not have a full-year ban instead? Why not keep our fallen leaves in place, as a habitat for bees, butterflies, and moths? For that matter, why not abandon our water-hungry yards entirely? These fights seek moral victories. But a practical solution will yield better results, because yards and landscaping are still entrenched in American life. We just need ways to tend to them that are environmentally and socially aware.

My premise is simple: Leaf blowers are for blowing leaves, and little else.
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'Stop Counting Votes, or We're Going to Murder Your Children'

Election officials are under siege.

by Matteo Wong


Melissa Kono, who began training election workers nine years ago, recently added a training section dedicated to identifying and reporting threats. (Jenn Ackerman for The Atlantic)



When Melissa Kono, the town clerk in Burnside, Wisconsin, began training election workers in 2015, their questions were relatively mundane. They asked about election rules, voter eligibility, and other basic procedures. The job was gratifying and enjoyable; they helped their neighbors while sipping coffee.



But over the past few years, everything has changed. Kono now finds herself fielding questions about what to do when approached by suspicious voters who ask provocative questions or gripe about fraud. She's added an entire training section dedicated to identifying threats and how to report them. "I never in a million years imagined that that would be part of my curriculum," she told me. Kono has yet to receive any direct threats herself--perhaps, she thinks, because Donald Trump won the popular vote in her area in 2016 and 2020--but she fears that things may be different this time around. "What I do hear is I know the election is not rigged here, but in other places," she said. "And I'm honestly worried sometimes: What if Harris wins? What if it gets too close? And now they start questioning me or coming after me, when I have nothing to do with the outcome."



Around the country, election officials have already received death threats and packages filled with white powder. Their dogs have been poisoned, their homes swatted, their family members targeted. In Texas, one man called for a "a mass shooting of poll workers and election officials" in precincts with results he found suspicious. "The point is coercion; the point is intimidation. It's to get you to do or not do something," Al Schmidt, the secretary of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, told me--to get you to "stop counting votes, or we're going to murder your children, and they name your children," a threat that Schmidt said he received in 2020. This year, the same things may well happen again. "I had one election official who said they called her on her cellphone and said, 'Looks like your mom made lasagna tonight; she's wearing that pretty yellow dress that she likes to wear to church," Tammy Patrick, the chief programs officer at the National Association of Election Officials and a former elections officer in Maricopa County, Arizona, told me. "It's terrorism here in America."



These workers, from secretaries of state to local officials to volunteers, are bearing the immediate, human toll of a campaign to discredit the integrity of American democracy. They are the most direct and vulnerable targets for people who have embraced conspiracy theories about fraudulent and "stolen" votes following the 2020 election--unfounded claims that have been directly promoted by Trump and many other members of the Republican Party, who still will not accept that he lost his first reelection bid. Where candidates used to compete against each other, Schmidt told me, some are now "attacking the referees." In the most extreme narratives, election workers are accused of fabricating, shredding, or double-counting ballots, which leads to suspicion and harassment. "Since the 2020 election, we have seen an unprecedented spike in threats against the public servants who do administer our elections," including shootings and a bomb threat, Attorney General Merrick Garland said last month. A survey conducted in February and March by the Brennan Center for Justice found that 38 percent of election officials reported being harassed, abused, or threatened--up from 30 percent a year earlier.


Election workers take notes during training at the American Legion in Neillsville, Wisconsin, on Thursday, October 24, 2024. (Jenn Ackerman for The Atlantic)



This is not just a story about assaults on individual workers, although that would be bad enough. Election administration is "underappreciated as the foundation upon which all of our representative government thrives," Rachel Orey, the director of the Bipartisan Policy Center Elections Project, told me. In a very real way, these officials represent the soul of democracy. Many of them are undertaking their duties while also juggling child care and everyday errands such as grocery shopping. Without their diligence, nobody could be elected, period. The form of government that Americans recognize and celebrate could not exist.



Dissuading or preventing people from going to, or otherwise attempting to interfere with, the polls are century-old dirty tactics, and there are all manner of legal ways to suppress or dilute the vote, many of which target racial minorities. But Trump's attempts to unilaterally dictate election results are different. As far back as 2012, he criticized Barack Obama's reelection as a "total sham and a travesty." Victory in 2016, and the conversion or defeat of nearly all of his Republican rivals, gave Trump the power to mount a serious and systematic attempt to discredit the democratic process. He and his furious supporters, in turn, have unleashed a sustained assault on national and state elections alike.



"I wasn't aware of any real threats or harassment or wide-scale verbal abuse on election officials prior to the 2020 election cycle," Tina Barton, the vice chair of the Committee for Safe and Secure Elections, told me. The outrage and attacks that emerged in 2020 have now been harnessed into a well-funded campaign: Republicans have reportedly donated upwards of $100 million to a network of so-called election-integrity groups to lay the groundwork for contesting the results should Trump lose again. Although poll watching is itself normal, the GOP is training and deploying armies of monitors with the presumption of fraud, flooding election offices with public-records requests, and filing endless challenges to voter-registration records. "I don't think there's any question that there is a more coordinated and sophisticated effort ahead of this election to discredit it than there was in 2020," Lawrence Norden, the vice president of the elections and government program at the Brennan Center, told me.


Jenn Ackerman for The Atlantic



This election cycle, one of the "dominant narratives" is about noncitizen voting, Thessalia Merivaki, a political scientist at Georgetown University who studies how election officials combat misinformation, told me. Republican activists, politicians, lawmakers, and pundits have especially seized on false fears about immigrant and foreign voting to burnish a conspiracy theory that noncitizen votes from overseas will turn the election. These claims have been widely debunked, but all the energy behind them could delay vote counts and disenfranchise citizens. Republican groups are filing more and more lawsuits in battleground states about voter-identification requirements, absentee ballots, and other basic procedures, "setting up an opportunity afterwards to cast doubt on the election results," Norden said.



When I began reporting this article, I was curious about whether election officials had concerns over new technologies. The internet has changed substantially since 2020. For the past couple of years, I've written about the rise of generative AI and its attendant issues: In terms that are most directly relevant to the election, that means the arrival of easy-to-create and highly convincing deepfakes, the concoction of micro-targeted conspiracy theories, the overall degradation of our information environment, and the possibility that our sense of shared reality might be wiped out altogether. It's easy to imagine that AI could wreak havoc around Election Day--earlier this year, a robocall that cloned President Joe Biden's voice was used in a voter-suppression effort--and experts have made their concerns about the technology clear.



The election workers and officials I spoke with did express worry about AI and its ability to accelerate disinformation and election-interference campaigns. But they also described problems that came from more familiar sources. They spoke with me about how videos of entirely proper and legal election procedures--snippets of livestreamed election procedures, for instance--had been miscontextualized to suggest that officials who were simply following the rules were actually smuggling in ballots, rigging voting machines, or otherwise manipulating the results. Blatantly false headlines and incendiary posts spreading on messaging apps and among social-media groups have done and continue to do plenty of damage. Sometimes, the details are irrelevant. As my colleague Charlie Warzel recently wrote, manipulated media and misinformation is useful not necessarily because it convinces some population of undecided suckers, but because it allows the already aggrieved to sequester themselves in a parallel reality. A voter might say, "Let's just set the facts aside," Patrick, of the National Association of Election Officials, told me, "and I'm going to tell you what I think or what I feel about this."



Amy Burgans, the clerk-treasurer in Douglas County, Nevada, herself had doubts about the outcome of the 2020 election when she started in her role that December. (The previous clerk-treasurer had resigned--the pandemic and contentious election cycle, Burgans told me, had been "a lot.") Burgans said that she had heard in the news, on social media, and from people she knew that there "must have been" some foul play. But once she was in charge of running elections and administered the 2022 midterms, she said, she saw the rigor at every step of the process and understood that the allegations of widespread, systemic fraud were impossible.



Now she's the one fielding questions, frequently about voting machines. Burgans has explained to voters all of the controls in place, that she's "never seen even one error" after an election audit. Still, people ask her about election procedures at almost every event she attends, or "even if I'm at the Elks Club just hanging out," she said. Burgans said she has "no issues with" and tries to address these questions. But doing so takes time and energy--and these comments are just the tip of the spear.



Burgans received a threat in the mail in 2022. Although it was mostly a broad rant about the government, it did make her worry for her children's safety, and she installed a security system in her home. Her county's election facilities are stocked with personal protective equipment and Narcan, in the event of suspicious substances or powders (which might be fentanyl) arriving in the mail--something that has already happened at election offices in several states. She also recently installed bulletproof glass in the office, where Burgans and full-time staff work--as a precaution rather than a response to any particular threat, she said. Election deniers are "consistently coming into [election] offices saying things like 'You'd better watch your back' or 'Don't you forget: I know where your kids go to school," Barton, the Committee for Safe and Secure Elections vice chair, told me. What was unprecedented in 2020, Barton said, is now an "ongoing onslaught."


These workers, from secretaries of state to local officials to volunteers, are bearing the immediate, human toll of a campaign to discredit the integrity of American democracy. (Jenn Ackerman for The Atlantic)



This attack on American elections is not an invasion so much as a siege. And just as hateful, outlandish, and conspiracist misinformation have eroded Americans' trust in one another, institutions, and basic facts, this environment is taking a psychic toll on election workers. They find themselves having to put in extra hours to field questions, accommodate an influx of poll watchers, process voter challenges, sort through public-records requests, and prepare for any emergencies and attacks--all while fearing for their safety. For more than two decades, running an election has become steadily more complex and involved. After 2000's infamous hanging chads, election workers had to become IT professionals. After long lines became a key issue in 2008 and 2012, they became logistics experts. After 2016, they learned cybersecurity, and in advance of 2020, they studied public-health protocols and how to process enormous quantities of mail-in ballots. Now election workers have to be communications experts as well. "We've had poll watchers in here every single day since September 26," when early voting began, "sometimes three or four of them in a small space," Aaron Ammons, the clerk and recorder of deeds in Champaign County, Illinois, said in a recent press briefing.



Meanwhile, support and resources for these emerging responsibilities are frequently missing. The result, inevitably, is burnout: The job keeps getting harder and requiring more hours, but resources for hiring, buying new equipment, improving security, and more have been inconsistent and haphazard. "There have been new challenges and new expectations put on election administrators, but funding hasn't kept pace," Rachel Orey said. Hours spent on election work have ballooned since 2020, according to a recent national survey of election workers conducted by Reed College. Meanwhile, nearly one-third of election offices don't have any full-time staff, wages are pitiful, and turnover rates grew from 28 percent in 2004--already high--to nearly 39 percent in 2022.



This burden "has taken away from [election officials'] ability to just focus on the mechanics of that very important election," Kim Wyman, a former secretary of state for Washington who recently served as a senior election-security adviser at the Department of Homeland Security, told me. Skeptics will use innocent mistakes and logistical snares--which are mundane and easily rectified--and even the act of correcting "as gasoline on the fire to 'prove' their point or their claim of voter fraud," she said. This, in turn, only fuels the exhaustion. "People just make up stuff about what we do and are coming after us," Kono, of Wisconsin, told me. She's seen many longtime clerks and election workers leave, telling her, "I can't do another presidential election" and "I don't want to have to deal with voters."



Those who remain do not take the job lightly. In 20 years working in election administration, Barton told me, "I have never seen election officials train so much in four years' time"--improving security, being transparent at every step of the process, speaking at events and posting on social media to educate their communities. They've been preparing for November 5, 2024, for four years, Wyman told me. "This is my Olympics," Kono said.



The misinformation crisis is commonly understood as a clash between two "realities" that is most visible online, in the words of high-profile politicians, or during spectacular flashpoints such as the January 6 Capitol riot. But for four years, and especially in the weeks leading up to and after November 5, these battles have and will be quotidian and interpersonal. "We are your soccer coaches. We are the moms helping at the schools, the dads coaching baseball, the grandmothers that are going on field trips," Burgans said. This everyday warfare, waged against the neighbors and teachers and elders and bus drivers who administer the polls, and in turn democracy, may be more consequential than any single vote or outcome.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2024/10/election-workers-threats-trump/680362/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



America's Strangest Tourist Destination

Taking selfies in the cradle of the atom bomb

by Ross Andersen




At a gate topped by barbed wire just north of White Sands Missile Range, a miles-long line of vehicles formed before dawn on Saturday. Once or twice a year, the U.S. Army rolls this gate open so that ordinary citizens can set foot upon the precise patch of New Mexico desert where the first atomic bomb exploded. Civilian access to the site was first insisted upon in 1952 by members of a local church. They wanted to pray for peace in the place where humanity first tested the ultimate weapon of war. This year's visitors did not come to pray, at least not outwardly. They were mostly tourists, many of them inspired by last year's Oscar-winning biopic of J. Robert Oppenheimer, the director of the Manhattan Project. Thousands of them had massed at the base for an unholy pilgrimage.

They'd started lining up before 6 a.m., in lifted Ford F-150s and Cybertrucks, but also forest-green Subaru Outbacks and Hyundai EVs. When the line came to a standstill, people stepped out to stretch their legs. Between sips of coffee, they made small talk with one another. A few ventured off-road into the sage and creosote scrub. They photographed the sun as it rose over the mountains, casting a golden light upon America's largest missile range.

Men in fatigues waved the first cars through a little after 8 a.m., sending a wave of excitement from the front of the line to the back. We were not allowed to go joyriding through all 3,200 square miles of White Sands. We had to follow a prescribed route past concrete structures that explosives had reduced to rubble and tangled rebar. We saw a progression of signs that formed a dark poem when read in sequence: Warning: Entering active missile range / Beware of eagles eating on the road. / Caution: Radioactive materials. The lettering on one had faded entirely, leaving only a crisply drawn rattlesnake. A few valleys over, local Paleo-Indians had once etched similar figures into brown basalt rock. After half an hour we crested a small hill, and in the distance I saw a pair of watchtowers with tinted windows standing guard over the Trinity Site, where the atomic age had dawned. It is still in full swing nearly 80 years later. Nuclear-armed nations are engaged in two major wars overseas, and a new three-way arms race has begun. I wanted to know what had become of the site and what it had to say to the world of today.

I parked in a makeshift dirt lot and made my way to the entrance, where two men stood next to a smoking barbecue selling breakfast burritos and Danishes. At a concession stand nearby, cheaply made beanies and shot glasses were also for sale. Rain had fallen overnight, just as it had right before the Trinity test. The storm broke in the early hours, but a low bank of clouds had remained and settled directly over the site. Along the northern horizon, the Oscura mountain range reclined like a brown walrus in the sunlight. Similar ranges could be seen in almost every direction. In 1945, the Army hoped that these would serve as barriers, to hide the bomb's enormous flash and keep its radiation in one place.

As the locals will tell you, that plan was not entirely successful. The National Cancer Institute estimates that some people downwind absorbed more than half a lifetime's worth of natural radiation in the days after the test. Outside the base, about 15 members of the Tularosa Downwinders Consortium held signs reminding passersby of the cancers that have afflicted generations of their families. I'd stopped to hear their stories, and asked them if they'd ever been inside the site. One of the protesters, Doris Walters, told me that she'd come in once, but her visit lasted only five minutes before she was overcome by horror and had to leave. Tina Cordova, who co-founded the consortium, said that she had no interest. She said it was a shame the way the site had been turned into a carnival.

Read: Christopher Nolan on the promise and peril of technology

The fenced path into the Trinity Site led directly to its centerpiece: a dark lava-rock obelisk, a kind of sinister twin to the Washington Monument. It was placed exactly where the hundred-foot steel tower that held the bomb once stood. All that's left of the tower are a few wrist-thick bits of steel that once made up part of its lower legs. The rest was vaporized or otherwise destroyed by the blast. Families posed in front of the obelisk, smiling, as though it were a pair of wings on a brick wall in Nashville, or some other mural backdrop for selfies. At one point, a content creator began recording himself while his friend held up a script on a clipboard. He needed six takes to nail the opening sentence. ("On July 16 ... the world changed forever.") Later, two men positioned themselves on either side of the obelisk and unfurled a Buffalo Bills banner.

People had come to the site for different reasons. In the line to approach the obelisk, I spoke with a Texan named Gary Neighbors. He sported blue jeans, work boots, and a snow-white handlebar mustache, and by his side, he had a gentle Australian shepherd mix named Festus. Neighbors told me that during the final months of World War II, his father had been stationed at the Army Air Corps base in Carlsbad, California, and that he'd later claimed to have seen a flash in the sky on the morning of the Trinity test. Whether light from the explosion had been visible that far away or not, Neighbors couldn't say for sure, but either way, he wanted to come and honor his dad's memory.

Read: The growing incentive to go nuclear

The Trinity Site seemed to excite lots of feelings between fathers and sons. A man named Andy told me that he'd left Mississippi in his car two days before, then stopped in Missouri to pick up his dad on the way. They shared a long-standing interest in the nuclear sublime. Andy said that he'd come "this close" to joining the Nuclear Navy. He and his dad shared an appreciation for the engineering details of the Manhattan Project. They liked that it harnessed the whole range of human ingenuity, from the rarefied, cerebral realm of theoretical physics to the taped-together nature of the bomb itself. It had been assembled by hand, after all, not in a white-walled lab in Los Alamos, but in a small, vacant ranch house just a few miles away.

I spent the rest of my visit roaming the eerie, fenced-in area around the obelisk. It is still haunted by a ghostlike radioactivity. While I was there, three millirems of it likely passed through my skin into my blood vessels, my muscle tissue, and even my brain. That's about a mammogram's worth of radiation, not enough to endanger a visitor, but enough to contribute to the general aura. As a historical site, Trinity has no obvious analogues, but being there did remind me of a disquieting hike that I took earlier this year, amid the black trunks of a redwood forest that had burned in a fire a few years ago.

I wondered what it was like to be there on that early morning in July 1945. Oppenheimer's director, Christopher Nolan, told me that when he went to depict the Trinity test on film, he wanted it to be massively threatening and hypnotically beautiful. The second part is important for historical accuracy. Those who saw the blast firsthand, still weeks before the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, were awestruck by the pure spectacle. Joan Hinton, one of the women who worked as a nuclear scientist on the Manhattan Project, wasn't on the official list that morning, but she snuck in to see the test anyway. She said that she felt like she was standing on the seafloor, looking up into an ocean of white light that then turned purple and blue.

Sand from the desert below was swept up into the mushroom cloud. In midair, the grains melted and fused together with plutonium and metals from the bomb. Pebbles of a glassy, jade-colored material--later named Trinitite--formed, and then poured back down, like hail, into the fresh crater below. Most was removed back in 1953, when the Army leveled the site with bulldozers, but tunnel-digging ants occasionally push pieces of it up to the surface. Trinitite's rarity has made it a collector's item: It may not exist anywhere else in this galaxy. Removing it from the site is illegal, but lots of people were looking for it anyway. I saw a man showing a chunk from his private collection to an assembled crowd. When he held a Geiger counter to it, the machine's steady clicks blurred into a thrum.

Perhaps the Army should have left the crater intact, so that more explicit evidence of the Trinity test, and its terrible power, would linger in the ground, just in case. The success of the Manhattan Project made a truly hellish set of futures possible for our species, up to and including our extinction. A crater full of Trinitite could have been left to live out its half-life as a reminder of what happened here, and of what could still happen if we ever have a major nuclear exchange. If our civilization suffers some kind of severe discontinuity, future archaeologists may need to dig this place up to get a hint as to how things went so wrong.
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Trump's Escalating Rhetoric

How will voters react as Election Day draws nearer?

by The Editors




With Election Day just over a week away, Kamala Harris is calling Donald Trump a fascist following reports revealing the former president's deepening dictatorial obsession, including that he expressed admiration for the way that Hitler ran his army. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists discussed how Trump's language is unlike any other rhetoric used in the modern era of American politics.

Language that Trump has used, such as saying that immigrants are "poisoning the blood of our country" and that his opponents are "radical-left thugs" who "live like vermin," can be traced back to authoritarian leaders of the 1930s, Anne Applebaum explained last night. "Leaders who use fascist tactics will divide the nation into the real people and the outsiders--immigrants, foreigners, traitors--and seek to create a kind of cult of hatred against them in order to build up the sensibility of the majority," Applebaum said.

Whether Trump's escalating rhetoric will have an effect on voters is an open question. According to Dan Balz, Trump's core base remains loyal to the former president: "What we've seen in the creation of Trumpism is a country in which there are followers who accept this as a way to talk about other people and a way to talk about the state of the country," he said last night.

Many Republican leaders also continue to stick by Trump. According to Jerusalem Demsas, this can in part be explained by the policy gains, especially on abortion, that Republicans have seen in recent years. "Despite the fact that they have distaste for how he engages in politics, [he] has gotten them a ton of things on taxes and on policy that they hold really near and dear," she said.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Anne Applebaum, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Dan Balz, a political reporter at The Washington Post; Dana Bash, the chief political correspondent at CNN; and Jerusalem Demsas, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula

It's probably leaching chemicals into your cooking oil.

by Zoe Schlanger




For the past several years, I've been telling my friends what I'm going to tell you: Throw out your black plastic spatula. In a world of plastic consumer goods, avoiding the material entirely requires the fervor of a religious conversion. But getting rid of black plastic kitchen utensils is a low-stakes move, and worth it. Cooking with any plastic is a dubious enterprise, because heat encourages potentially harmful plastic compounds to migrate out of the polymers and potentially into the food. But, as Andrew Turner, a biochemist at the University of Plymouth recently told me, black plastic is particularly crucial to avoid.



In 2018, Turner published one of the earliest papers positing that black plastic products were likely regularly being made from recycled electronic waste. The clue was the plastic's concerning levels of flame retardants. In some cases, the mix of chemicals matched the profile of those commonly found in computer and television housing, many of which are treated with flame retardants to prevent them from catching fire.



Because optical sensors in recycling facilities can't detect them, black-colored plastics are largely rejected from domestic-waste streams, resulting in a shortage of black base material for recycled plastic. So the demand for black plastic appears to be met "in no insignificant part" via recycled e-waste, according to Turner's research. TV and computer casings, like the majority of the world's plastic waste, tend to be recycled in informal waste economies with few regulations and end up remolded into consumer products, including ones, such as spatulas and slotted spoons, that come into contact with food.



You simply do not want flame retardants anywhere near your stir-fry. Flame retardants are typically not bound to the polymers to which they are added, making them a particular flight risk: They dislodge easily and make their way into the surrounding environment. And, indeed, another paper from 2018 found that flame retardants in black kitchen utensils readily migrate into hot cooking oil. The health concerns associated with those chemicals are well established: Some flame retardants are endocrine disruptors, which can interfere with the body's hormonal system, and scientific literature suggests that they may be associated with a range of ailments, including thyroid disease, diabetes, and cancer. People with the highest blood levels of PBDEs, a class of flame retardants found in black plastic, had about a 300 percent increase in their risk of dying from cancer compared with people who had the lowest levels, according to a study released this year. In a separate study, published in a peer-reviewed journal this month, researchers from the advocacy group Toxic-Free Future and from Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam found that, out of all of the consumer products they tested, kitchen utensils had some of the highest levels of flame retardants.
 
 Another food product, black plastic sushi trays, had the highest level of flame retardants in the study. Children's toys also ranked high: A single pirate-themed plastic children's necklace was almost 3 percent flame retardant by weight. "When you're using black plastic items, there's going to be a risk that they could be contaminated," Megan Liu, the science and policy manager at Toxic-Free Future and the first author on the study, told me. Those flame retardants migrate into toddlers' saliva and into the dust in our homes and, thus, in the air we breathe. Last year, Toxic-Free Future tested breast milk taken from 50 women in the U.S. and found flame-retardant compounds in each sample.



Many of the flame-retardant compounds that showed up in the tests that Liu and her co-authors conducted should no longer be in the product stream. Brominated flame retardants have mostly been phased out of products in the U.S. and Europe, including from many electronics. In the U.S. and elsewhere, some of the most harmful flame-retardant compounds are now illegal for use in most consumer goods. Massachusetts banned a list of 11 flame retardants in 2021. Starting this year, a New York bill restricts the use of organohalogen flame retardants--one large class of the compounds--in electronic casings, and a similar Washington State ban will go into effect in 2025.



But these compounds keep coming back. The sushi tray tested in Liu's study contained 11,900 parts per million of decaBDE, also called BDE-209, which she described as a "really alarming" level of a chemical that was banned from most U.S. commerce in 2022 and largely phased out of production long before that. Because plastic recycling is a global economy with scant oversight, patchwork legislation may do little to keep these compounds out of the supply chain. "You send your electronic waste abroad, and you just haven't got a clue what happens to it," Turner told me. "I think the assumption is that it gets handled safely and it's disposed of properly. But, you know, it comes back in the form of things that we don't want."



For a consumer, this problem would be simpler to handle if it was clear that only certain black plastic products posed a risk, or that all of them did. But Turner found that products were contaminated with flame retardants at random. Not all of the black plastic he tested in his 2018 study contained the compounds, and in those that did, "the amount of chemicals in the black plastic varied hugely," he said. Some items would have the same chemical profile of what you'd expect from, say, the flame-retardant plastic housing of a television or a cellphone. Other objects would have just a trace of flame retardant, or none at all. Of the more than 200 black plastic products Liu bought at retail stores for her study, hardly any were labeled as being made from recycled materials, she said. Consumers have no way to tell which black plastics might be recycled e-waste and which aren't. "It's just a minefield, really," Turner said.



Putting your black plastic in the recycling bin might seem like the right thing to do, but recycling isn't a solution to the most noxious qualities of plastics. "I personally have been throwing out my black plastic takeout containers," Liu told me, because if they are contaminated, "it's scary to think that those might be reentering other products with the same flame retardants." Until flame retardants and any dubious compounds that arise to replace banned ones are eliminated from the supply chain, reusing black plastic will perpetuate a potential health hazard. In her view, "the onus shouldn't fall on consumers to have to make these daily changes in their lives." Ultimately, federal bans or more ubiquitous state laws that go beyond single-compound phaseouts are the only way to keep flame retardants out of takeout containers and other black plastic intended for use in things such as foodware and toys. Until manufacturers use safer flame-retardant compounds and laws effectively prohibit recycled electronics material from entering consumer products, these chemicals will continue circulating through our kitchens, arising and re-arising like toxic zombies.



But that doesn't mean we need to consume them by way of our kitchen utensils. Replacing a black plastic spatula with a steel or silicone option is an easy way to cut down on at least part of one's daily dose of hormone disruptors. I've also taken this news as a reason to coax myself into carrying a reusable coffee mug more often, if only to avoid the black plastic lids on disposable cups--heat plus plastic equals chemical migration, after all. It's a minefield of random hazards out there, as Turner said. Most of the time we're trying to navigate without a map. But in at least some areas, we can trace a safer path for ourselves.
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Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive

Kids might get hooked on new vapes that display animations with each puff.

by Nicholas Florko




When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.



In the name of journalism, I went to my local smoke shop this week, and sure enough, vapes with screens were ubiquitous. One product on the shelves, a Geek Bar Pulse X, featured a screen that wraps around the device, displaying a constellation of stars when you inhale. Another, the Watermelon Ice Raz vape, displayed a basic animation of moving flames. Vapes with screens first began to hit the market late last year, and only recently have become widely accessible. Online retailers sell vapes with screens that display what appear to be planets, rockets, and cars driving in outer space. The screens are small--just a few inches wide at most--and they are cheap: These products run as little as $25, and can last for several months.



The Watermelon Ice Raz vape that I spotted in the store reminded me of the loading screens on an old Game Boy Color. I could see how adults like me might be enticed by the nostalgia of it all. The problem is that these vapes might also appeal to kids. It's illegal for anyone under 21 to buy a vape, but the gadgets have been popular among teens since they were first popularized by Juul. Although youth vaping rates have dropped in recent years thanks in part to public-service campaigns that have warned kids about the dangers of vaping and nicotine addiction, the inclusion of a screen risks backtracking the progress that has been made. A screen full of animations sends the message that an e-cigarette is "something for fun and games and recreation," Robert Jackler, an expert on tobacco marketing at Stanford University, told me. Just imagine you're in eighth grade and the cool kid in your class has a vape with a screen of moving flames. You're going to want one.



These gadgets are new enough that it's unclear to what degree kids are using them, but they have all the warning signs. Vape companies are notorious for selling products in kid-friendly flavors such as Banana Taffy Freeze and Cherry Bomb, and screen vapes may be the next ploy to hook kids. The vaping industry "will do anything that it takes to bring in novel features to attract new users, and this is just another example of that," Laura Struik, an assistant professor at the University of British Columbia at Okanagan who has studied youth use of e-cigarettes, told me. One of the most popular vape brands among teens, Mr. Fog, has already launched a screen vape.



Screen vapes run the risk of becoming a fad, and fads spread among kids because someone they look up to uses them, Emily Moorlock, a senior lecturer in marketing at Sheffield Hallam University who has written about youth vaping, told me. That was certainly my experience as a kid. I remember begging my parents for a Game Boy because other kids in my elementary school had them. Vaping is similar: When the government asks kids to explain the reason they tried vaping, the top explanation is that a friend does it.



Screens might also make vapes more addictive. Even the simplest visuals, such as retro video games, have been shown to cause the brain to release dopamine, a neurotransmitter responsible for feelings of pleasure and reward. Even the more rudimentary vapes I encountered--those that just play little animations on a loop--could spike dopamine, and thus increase users' desire for these products, three experts told me.



Tony Abboud, the head of the Vapor Technology Association, a lobbying group, described them to me as a technological advancement. Besides the animations, many of these screens tend to display how much battery and vapable nicotine juice is left in the device. Abboud said that public-health groups are trying to brand screen vapes as "the next bad example" of how the industry is marketing to kids, despite youth vaping rates dropping. "Just because a new technology has a new feature doesn't mean that feature was designed to allow the product to be marketed to kids," he said.



Abboud and other vaping defenders have a point that e-cigarettes aren't just an enticement for kids to get addicted to nicotine, but are also a tool to help smokers quit smoking. Vapes can benefit public health because they are safer than cigarettes and as effective, or more effective, than other anti-smoking products on the market. Even flavored vapes--which do attract kids--also can help entice adults to switch out their cigarettes for a vape.



But a screen serves no purpose except for some cheap entertainment. If adult vapers want a signal that their product is low on battery, that could be solved by a little power light, like on a smoke detector. The flames and constellations simply aren't necessary. After years of panic over youth vaping rates, it seems like kids are finally understanding that they shouldn't vape. Why risk messing that up because of a tiny screen?
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Why Are Baseball Players Always Eating?

America's pastime is a game of snacks.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The World Series is the most important thing that can happen to a baseball player, and it is happening now to a bunch of them. You may have noticed that many have been conspicuously chewing things the entire time, including Yankees left fielder Alex Verdugo, who was blowing a bubble while misplaying a ball in the very first inning of Game 1.

The constant chewing is one of the weird things about baseball. Casual viewers respond to it by saying, "That's weird." Baseball fans respond to it by saying, "That's just how it is in baseball." And both statements are true. The chewing isn't happening only during downtime in the dugout. Players with pizzazz blow bubbles while catching fly balls or hitting home runs. Outfielders are the most frequent chompers, but even players in the much-busier infield will sometimes spit out a shell in the middle of the action, or gnaw on a toothpick. Once in a while a player will even be tempted by the ballpark snacks that fans are eating in the stands. My question is, Why?

I'll be honest: I care about this question because I love baseball, but also because I have a lot of dental problems and can't personally imagine putting Dubble Bubble in my mouth ever again. I became fixated on the issue following a game this June between the New York Mets and the Texas Rangers, during which pitcher Max "Mad Max" Scherzer was shown in the dugout laughing maniacally and heckling his former teammates, while also munching on sunflower seeds so aggressively that it looked as though he were munching off bits of his own teeth. I can't tell you how distressing this was.

The chewing habit is unique to baseball, America's best sport. You don't chew anything while playing football because you're probably wearing a mouth guard so that you don't accidentally bite off your own tongue. You wouldn't want to run around on a basketball court with something in your mouth, because you could choke on it. Even golfers and soccer players, who sometimes chew gum, do not commonly have pockets full of loose seeds, or barter with children for bags of Nerds Gummy Clusters.

Baseball isn't merely amenable to snacking; the game is arranged around it. Other sports have locker rooms and clubhouses full of snacks, but baseball has a dugout where players sit during the game and have continuous access to those snacks. A baseball player can even keep snacks in his pockets on the field, Brian Purvis, the head of the Chattanooga branch of the Society of American Baseball Research, told me. Then he added: "I would be curious why baseball uniforms even have pockets?"

One question at a time!

As for why all of this chewing is happening, I solicited input from dozens of baseball enthusiasts including historians, journalists, former players, sports nutritionists, and miscellaneous other interested parties, such as the publicists for various candy companies. Some of them acknowledged that it's weird. Others told me, "That's just how it is in baseball." And more than a few had theories to explain the practice--somehow, only one mentioned Freud.

Obviously, in the old days, baseball players chewed a lot of tobacco. This was partly on account of players' societally average addictions to nicotine, partly on account of its stimulating and supposedly performance-enhancing effects, and partly on account of their habit of slobbering tobacco juice onto the baseball so that it would be darker and harder for the opposing team to see and hit. The slobbering (but not the chewing) was disallowed in 1920 by a rule change against "ball defacing."

For many decades after, children watched as players smoked cigarettes in dugouts and visibly chewed dip while batting. They watched as players would, occasionally, choke on their tobacco wads and delay gameplay. The wads themselves grew even bigger and more visible in the '80s, when players realized they could wrap their chewing tobacco in bubble gum to hold the leaves together. Tobacco was not denounced by Major League Baseball until the '90s, when it was banned first from minor-league stadiums and then from the annual All-Star Game.

But the habit was a sticky one, and hard to get rid of entirely. If tobacco was going out of fashion, it would have to be replaced, in the words of the internet's favorite baseball movie, by re-creating it in the aggregate. Gum could replace the chewing; seeds could replace the spitting. Hence, a 1997 headline in the Sarasota Herald-Tribune: "Chew Tobacco's Out, but Ballplayers Young and Old Agree That, Whether It's Bubble Gum or Sunflower Seeds, You Need to Jaw on Something."

Read: Goodbye, Coliseum

Tobacco is now banned from many Major League stadiums, and it was mostly banned from the sport of baseball itself in 2016, not long after Hall of Famer Tony Gwynn died from oral cancer. Bubble gum and sunflower seeds remain as popular as ever. Dodgers first baseman Freddie Freeman, who has been in the Major Leagues since 2010, doesn't chew tobacco, yet he will dump an entire bag of seeds into his mouth at one time. Yankees pitcher Nestor Cortes, who made his debut two years after the tobacco ban, has said that he chews "at least 30" pieces of gum per game.

If they aren't chewing for the high, what's the point? Other claimed effects came up here and there during my interviews. Some people mentioned that baseball is a game that involves sliding in dirt, and that chewing gum can help you keep the taste of the field out of your mouth. Ken Clawson, a former minor-league baseball player, said he'd read somewhere that the habit gets more blood flowing to the head and can therefore help with focus. SABR's Purvis thought chewing had to do with timing: "Something about the rhythmic moving of the mouth allows them to set their internal metronome." Sure!

When I got in touch with John Thorn, the longtime official historian of Major League Baseball, he was unimpressed by the batch of theories that I'd gathered to that point. He said that eating is just a way of dispelling nervous energy. "The calming effect of chewing tobacco was largely in the chewing, not in the messy weed," he told me. "The charm of sunflower seeds may be entirely attributed to Freud."

In other words: The oral fixations relax the players, who are like so many giant, strong, and handsome babies sucking their thumbs.

Anxiety and dirt in the mouth aren't the whole story, though. When looking to explain anything in American life, one should always look at the commercial interests involved--Big Chewing, in this case.

John Thorn walked me through the history of baseball's relationship to the great oral-fixation industries. Lou Gehrig, Ted Williams, Joe DiMaggio, and other baseball greats appeared in ads for cigarettes, which sometimes implied that their elite athletic performance was enabled by their choice of smokes. Chewing gum came in later: Beginning in the 1920s, William Wrigley Jr., the founder of the Wrigley Company and the owner of the Chicago Cubs, allowed numerous radio stations to carry Cubs games, because this would also serve to advertise his gum. His son and successor, Philip Wrigley, provided gum to players in the clubhouse (and, incidentally, referred to his product as "an adult pacifier"). Other entrepreneurs spread gum throughout the league. Sy Berger, of the Topps trading-card company, wooed players to license out their likeness by giving them free stuff, including Topps's hit product, Bazooka bubble gum.

Gum and baseball cards were such a natural pairing that, eventually, kids could buy a pack of gum with a baseball card in it, or a pack of baseball cards with a stick of gum in it. In 1975, the TV broadcaster and former Major League catcher Joe Garagiola hosted a bubble-blowing championship. The contest was sponsored by Bazooka, and the winner, the Milwaukee Brewers' Kurt Bevacqua, was honored with a special baseball card. Soon after, the debut of Big League Chew gave kids an opportunity to emulate professional baseball players by chewing gum that was shredded to look like tobacco--the idea being that money could be made in preventing kids (and adults) from taking up a truly disgusting habit while continuing to channel their dreams to baseball. (They could mail in wrappers to receive a World Series-inspired ring.)

Read: Moneyball broke baseball

Candy companies have found ample opportunities in baseball ever since. Turk Wendell, a former relief pitcher for the Mets who is best remembered by the baseball-viewing public as the guy who wore a necklace draped with claws and teeth, was known to chew black licorice on the mound. He also received free candy all the time. "Brach's candy in Chicago would FedEx me whatever I wanted," he told me. "Any kind of candy--they would FedEx it to me on dry ice so it was fresh." Today's young players get excited about candy collaborations. The Yankees' baby-faced shortstop, Anthony Volpe, used a Dubble Bubble-themed baseball bat in a game this year. The Mets' baby-faced third baseman, Mark Vientos, wore cleats made by Adidas in partnership with Haribo, the German candy company whose gummy bears often appear in modern baseball dugouts.

Chewing seeds, which also goes back decades, is a somewhat less commercial custom. Reggie Jackson, who made it cool to chew packaged sunflower seeds in the 1970s, suggested that the nutrients provided by his habit could help prevent pulled muscles. "Mr. October may have been on to something," Corey Tremble, the director of minor-league medical operations for the Texas Rangers, told me. The seeds are salty, and sodium is one of the main electrolytes lost through sweat. Chewing them during a game may work "to keep our muscles healthy and firing properly."

Of course, there are a lot of other ways for players to accomplish the nutritional task of "consuming salt." Many foods and drinks are salty, including--as Tremble noted--the cups of Gatorade that those guys are always swilling in the dugout. And a 1996 Wall Street Journal story about in-game sunflower seeds said that chewers were showing off their "tooth-tongue coordination" and that they stood in awe of Jackson not because his muscles weren't cramping but, as one pitcher told the newspaper, because he "could eat 'em and spit the shells like a machine gun."

In the process of reporting this story, I emailed 66 members of the Society for American Baseball Research, some of whom forwarded my question about chewing to still more members of the Society for American Baseball Research. The total number is unknown to me, though I received more responses than I could possibly manage.

Warren Simpson, of the West Texas chapter of SABR, got in touch to share his theory. Simpson is part of the Vintage Base Ball Association, an intriguing body that plays baseball in antique uniforms, and according to the rules of the late 1800s. In this league, it is still legal to throw spitballs, which is why Simpson himself started chewing tobacco in 2001. (He has since stopped.) He thinks chewing persists in baseball purely as tradition. Younger players chew because they think that's what they're supposed to do. "It's part of what you believe is the culture," he said.

Read: Americans don't really like to chew

It's true that baseball people are obsessed with tradition, and that kids will try to imitate their heroes. The retired center fielder Lenny Dykstra said he chewed tobacco because he'd grown up watching Rod Carew chew tobacco. Simpson told me that when he was a kid, everyone wanted to make basket catches like Willie Mays, or to be a switch-hitter like Mickey Mantle. In Simpson's case, he wanted to get hit by a lot of pitches like his favorite player, Ron Hunt, who had set the Major League record for doing so in 1971 and famously said, "Some people give their bodies to science; I give mine to baseball." They are not always valuable life lessons that you are learning from these idols, Simpson acknowledged. "It might have been better if he was blowing bubble gum."

Baseball's chewing tradition may also intersect with its long history of strategic rule-breaking. Baseball fans still gossip about which players might be flouting the tobacco ban. One of my favorite baseball players, Jesse Winker, is constantly eating Tootsie Rolls, even while running the bases--even while engaging in arguments with opposing players. I think Winker is chewing Tootsie Rolls just because he likes them, but it's certainly true that having Tootsie Rolls or any other brown and waddish foods available in baseball dugouts gives cover to anybody else who might still be chewing tobacco. Tootsie Roll Industries, which once promised to award 1 million Tootsie Rolls to whoever scored the millionth run in the history of Major League Baseball, did not respond to my questions. Neither did the league.

That said, baseball is also a baffling sport played by fastidious people with numerous eccentricities and superstitions. Turk Wendell told me that he started chewing black licorice on the mound while he was in college. When his young teammates spat tobacco juice on his shoes, he needed a way to spit back without picking up a tobacco habit himself. "I thought, Well, I like black licorice and it looks like tobacco so it looks like I'm pretty cool," he said. (He was chewing not-tobacco to cover up the fact that he wasn't really chewing tobacco. This inverts the Tootsie Roll theory laid out above and also proves its feasibility.) Whatever his original motivation, Wendell got into chewing licorice, and then he never stopped. Wendell also liked to brush his teeth between innings. He did that for the first time because he had a bad taste in his mouth. (Was it dirt? I forgot to ask.) Right after, he struck out three batters. "Once you do something and you're successful, you keep doing it," he said.

If this is true for Wendell, perhaps it's true for baseball on the whole. Once you've started chewing, how do you kick the habit?

I bet you're still waiting for me to give the most obvious explanation for baseball's chewing: The game is boring. Putting something in your mouth is something you do when you're bored.

Fine. I'm a baseball fan, and I was inclined to dispute the premise, but even baseball players are partial to this theory. Wendell told me that he chewed in part because the games were so monotonous. So did Trevor May, a former pitcher and current media personality; he said that chewing sunflower seeds and gum is "the equivalent of watching a bad Netflix movie while you fold laundry." Joe Nelson, another former pitcher, said that baseball is "incredibly boring." Relief pitchers, in particular, spend much of the game out in the bullpen, separated from the action, he told me, and that "can get exhausting, mentally." To chomp or spit is to stay awake and stay ready.

This makes sense to me. Agatha Christie used to eat apples in the bathtub whenever she was having a hard time working out her elaborate murder-mystery plots. You do whatever it takes to put your brain in your body.

Here I think it's important to note that Major League Baseball prohibits the use of smartphones during games. Players in the dugout will sometimes watch footage of their at-bats on a shared iPad, leading fans to joke that they've been "rewarded with screen time." But, generally, the players are more bored than you've been in years! You don't remember what it's like to be that bored. Maybe that's why you--and I--might think all the chewing that baseball players do is weird, whereas the fans of prior generations might have understood it to be normal.

Time expands during a baseball game, and players have only what's in their skulls to keep them occupied. "Baseball is a ponderous game with plenty of room for pastimes within a pastime," Clayton Trutor, of the Vermont SABR chapter, told me. The snacks are raw materials. You will see players build little towers out of gum or use it to adhere a paper cup to an unsuspecting teammate's hat. Baseball fans were tickled this year when Seattle Mariners pitcher Luis Castillo placed his sunflower seeds in the dirt in an ornate arrangement that possibly represented some kind of message to extraterrestrials.

"Baseball is a stop-action sport, and in that regard it permits not only such activities as bubble-blowing but also reflection," Thorn told me, "and this is why baseball is the game of literature." It was a little bit of a non sequitur, but I knew what he meant. Baseball is the subject of a good deal of classic American writing. And baseball players--though it may not always seem this way--are living the life of the mind. This is why they chew.

Fans are also in their heads. Thorn suggested that baseball's open, airy nature is the reason that I, as a viewer, would even notice that players are chewing all the time. Arguably, watching baseball is making me a more observant and curious person.

My next questions are "Why do baseball uniforms have pockets?" and, relatedly, "Why do baseball players wear belts?"
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Election Anxiety Is Telling You Something

A big event should prompt big feelings.

by Shayla Love




Americans are anxious about the election. The American Psychological Association's annual Stress in America survey found that, as of August, politics was the leading cause of stress for seven out of 10 adults across party lines. In a poll from a mental-health-care company the same month, 79 percent of respondents reported that the presidential election made them feel anxious this year, and more than half thought about the election every day. Now that the election is imminent, one can only assume that Americans' anxiety is even higher.

Many U.S. media outlets have responded by offering their readers advice on how to calm down. Type election anxiety into Google, and you'll find dozens of articles instructing you to focus on aspects of life outside of politics, to spend less time watching the news, or to use relaxation techniques such as breathing exercises to subdue the negative feelings.

But there's another way to think about election stress: A big event should prompt big feelings. The stakes of this election go far beyond anyone's preferred party winning or losing. "Voters on both sides of the aisle are being given a message that if the other side wins, this will be the end of American democracy as they know it," Andrew Civettini, a political scientist at Knox College, told me. Why wouldn't you feel anxious?

In Western philosophy and psychology, emotions have long been cast as the opposite of reason. In Stoicism, emotions are considered "non-reasoning movements," wild inner beasts that a person has to keep in check in order to live well. During the Enlightenment, reason was widely considered a better guiding force than the senses or the emotions. This notion occasionally rears its head in cognitive-behavioral therapy, which teaches patients that feelings aren't facts, so that they can act despite their anxiety or insecurity. This week, Arianna Huffington argued in Time magazine that Americans shouldn't be stressed out by polls. "The way to best affect outcomes is to find the eye of the hurricane, and act from that place of inner strength and wisdom," she wrote.

But political emotions motivate action all the time. "When we experience anxiety about politics, it causes us to pay more attention, and that could have positive learning effects," Civettini said. Steven Webster, a political scientist at Indiana University, has found that political anger can push people to vote and donate to campaigns. People can, Webster told me, get too emotional about politics: Too much anger, anxiety, or fear might motivate people to support political violence, or isolate themselves from any person or news source that doesn't confirm their beliefs. But overall, he said, "it's not obvious to me that we should want to reduce political emotions."

Although emotions, with their heat and urgency, can overtake and weaken people, the philosopher Martha Nussbaum has argued that they reflect inner judgments and evaluations--in other words, that they are reasonable and intelligent responses to real-world events. For example, to have fear, as Nussbaum wrote in her book Upheavals of Thought, "I must believe that bad events are impending; that they are not trivially, but seriously bad; and that I am not entirely in control of warding them off." In this way, Nussbaum noted, emotions--not some mythic, unemotional source of rationality--reveal what we require to live well and flourish.

Throughout history, major political shifts have been met with equally big feelings, says Kerstin Maria Pahl, a historian of political emotion at the Max Planck Institute for Human Development and a co-editor of the 2022 book Feeling Political. Apathy, a longstanding Christian concept, became part of Western political language at the end of the 18th century. "Not being affected by something made you a bad person, because you didn't take any interest in the common good of mankind, or welfare of humanity," Pahl told me.

Allowing so much emotional interest to go unchecked might sound counterintuitive in 21st-century America, where cultural forces and psychological experts teach that emotions must be regulated for optimal well-being. But election anxiety highlights what emotions are for: to reveal what we care about, and what our moral values are. Thomas Szanto, a political philosopher at the University of Flensburg, in Germany, told me that many Americans' political emotions are fitting responses to the election cycle. "There is something at stake for people," Szanto said. Earlier this year, Szanto and his colleague Ruth Rebecca Tietjen argued in a paper that a political emotion is appropriate if it is functional--for example, if it pushes people to vote or seek out information about candidates--and if it has a moral component that mirrors a person's concerns about their world, and their sense of right and wrong. Anxiety is an appropriate response from a voter who believes that Donald Trump is a threat to reproductive rights, which would violate their moral belief in bodily autonomy. Similarly, a voter who believes that abortion is murder would have a fitting emotional reaction to the idea that a Kamala Harris presidency would lead to more access to abortions.

In Philip K. Dick's 1968 dystopian novel, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, people can conjure any emotion they want through the use of a machine called the "mood organ." When Iran Deckard, the wife of bounty hunter Rick Deckard, programs for herself a six-hour "self-accusatory depression," Rick asks why she would subject herself to that when she could feel anything else. She replies that it feels wrong to not respond emotionally to the ongoing calamities in their world. "That used to be considered a sign of mental illness; they called it 'absence of appropriate affect,'" she tells Rick.

Americans in 2024 don't need a mood organ to feel any variety of negative emotion in response to this election. They are feeling anxiety, sadness, and dread, all on their own. Surviving the remaining days until November 5 requires not simply turning off those emotions, but paying attention to what they are telling us.
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The Dilemma at the Center of McDonald's <em>E. Coli</em> Outbreak

Prepared food is convenient, but it's also susceptible to contamination.

by Yasmin Tayag




The promise of the American food supply is that you can eat anything and not get sick. You can usually assume that whatever you buy from a grocery store or fast-food joint won't land you in a hospital.



But lately, foodborne-illness outbreaks seem to be distressingly regular. On Tuesday, the CDC reported 49 cases and one death linked to McDonald's Quarter Pounders tainted with E. coli. In the past week, hundreds of waffle and pancake products were voluntarily recalled due to potential Listeria contamination. Listeria, in particular,  has been a problem of late: Earlier in October, more than 11 million pounds of ready-to-eat meat and poultry products were recalled. And an especially bad Listeria outbreak involving Boar's Head deli-meat products has led to 59 hospitalizations across 10 states and 10 deaths.



Many of this year's outbreaks have occurred in foods that are pre-prepared--those that can be eaten as-is, without further cooking. Foods such as Quarter Pounders and waffles, yes, but also cold cuts, prepackaged salads, and jarred salsa are popular because they are convenient. That convenience comes at a cost. A rule of thumb in food safety is that "the more a food is handled prior to consumption, the higher the chances it can be contaminated," Lawrence Goodridge, the director of the Canadian Research Institute for Food Safety, told me. Americans are left with a difficult choice: save time or risk getting sick.



Many bacteria that cause foodborne illness live among us. Listeria can be found in soil and water, and E. coli and Salmonella are normally found in human and animal digestive tracts. They become a problem when they get into food. Pre-prepared foods are particularly prone to contamination because they are usually processed in large, sometimes even multiple, facilities where microbes have lots of opportunities to spread. "Somebody, somewhere, or a company, has produced the food so that we don't have to do it at home," Goodridge said. A factory worker with mud on his shoe, or an employee who didn't wash her hands after using the bathroom, can be all it takes to start an outbreak. Food-safety practices--such as regular cleaning, temperature control, and strict hygiene standards--are supposed to keep these factories pristine. But occasionally, they fail.



Refrigerated facilities keep most bacteria at bay--microbes grow more slowly at lower temperatures--but not Listeria, which thrives in cool conditions. Given enough time to grow, a Listeria colony forms a protective gel over itself, called a biofilm, which makes it especially difficult to get rid of. Meanwhile, E. coli typically gets into produce through water soiled with feces. Usually, contamination occurs at the farm level, but microbes can spread as fresh foods are processed into products such as precut fruit, bags of chopped lettuce, and even prewashed whole greens. When clean produce is washed together with a contaminated batch or sliced with the same equipment, bacteria can spread. Many foods are produced in a central location and then shipped cross-country, which is how a contamination event at a single farm can lead to illnesses nationwide.



This may be the reason for the ongoing Quarter Pounder debacle. According to McDonald's, the E. coli outbreak may be linked to slivered onions, which were sourced from a single supplier that served certain McDonald's locations in 10 states, as well as some Taco Bell, KFC, and Pizza Hut stores. Centralizing the slivering of onions no doubt increases efficiency at fast-food chains. But it also raises the risk of contamination.



In food safety, cooking is known as a "kill step," because high heat kills most dangerous pathogens. Precut salads and fruit are usually eaten raw. Nobody cooks cold cuts, even though the CDC recommends heating them until they are steaming (who knew?). Even convenience products that are meant to be heated, such as frozen waffles and vegetables, aren't always prepared properly at home. A toaster may not get a waffle hot enough--Listeria is killed at an internal temperature of 165 degrees Fahrenheit--and thawed frozen vegetables may be eaten without being boiled first, Barbara Kowalcyk, a food-safety expert at George Washington University, told me.



To be clear, there's no need for Listeria hysteria. "On the surface, it looks like there are many more outbreaks," but there are no data to prove that yet, Goodridge said. Still, some recent outbreaks demonstrate that precautions are working as they should. Listeria was identified in a regular sweep of the waffle factory and products were voluntarily recalled; no cases of illness have been reported. Tools for detecting outbreaks are becoming more sophisticated, Darin Detwiler, a food-safety expert at Northeastern University, told me. A technique called whole-genome sequencing can identify instances in which people have been sickened by the same bacteria, pinpointing the source of an outbreak. Earlier this year, it was used to investigate a Listeria outbreak in Canada that killed three people and hospitalized 15.



No food is totally safe from contamination. Practically everything sold in stores or restaurants is handled in some way. Milk is pooled from any number of cows, then pasteurized and packaged. Hamburger patties are usually made with meat from many butchered cows that is then ground, seasoned, and formed. People get lulled into the idea that "the U.S. has the safest food supply in the world," Kowalcyk said, "but that doesn't mean that it's safe." People can reduce their risk of contracting a foodborne illness by buying whole foods and cooking from scratch when possible, Goodbridge said; it's probably safer to clean and chop your own head of lettuce. Yet even that is not a guarantee. Foodborne illness also spreads in home kitchens, where cross-contamination of raw meat with other foods, unsafe storage, and food spoilage often occurs. The risks are lower for healthy people, who can usually get through foodborne illness without excessive discomfort. But for vulnerable groups--very young, very old, and pregnant people--foodborne illness can lead to hospitalization, and even death.



The recent spate of outbreaks highlights the dilemma plaguing the state of American eating. People are simply too busy and exhausted to cook from scratch. In the daily scramble to get dinner on the table, ready-to-eat food is a lifeline. But with every additional stage of preparation comes an extra helping of risk.
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No One Knows How Big Pumpkins Can Get

A decade ago, the world's heaviest pumpkin weighed 2,000 pounds. Now the 3,000-pound mark is within sight.

by Yasmin Tayag




There are two Michael Jordans, both widely regarded as the Greatest of All Time. One is an NBA legend. The other is a pumpkin. In 2023, the 2,749-pound Goliath set the world record for heaviest pumpkin. Michael Jordan weighed as much as a small car and was even more massive--so broad that it would just barely fit in a parking space. Like all giant pumpkins, its flesh was warped by all that mass--sort of like Jabba the Hutt with a spray tan.



It is hard to imagine how a pumpkin could get any bigger. But you might have said the same thing about the previous world-record holder, a 2,702-pound beast grown in Italy in 2021, or the world-record holder before that, a Belgian 2,624-pounder in 2016. Each year around this time, giant pumpkins across the globe are forklifted into pickup trucks and transported to competitions where they break new records.



Michael Jordan set the record at California's Half Moon Bay Safeway World Championship Pumpkin Weigh-Off, considered the Super Bowl of North American pumpkin-growing. The first winner of the competition, in 1974, weighed just 132 pounds. In 2004, the winner clocked in at 1,446 pounds. "At that time, we thought, Gee whiz, can we push these things any farther?" Wizzy Grande, the president of the Great Pumpkin Commonwealth, an organization that establishes global standards for competition, told me. Yet in just another decade, the record passed the 2,000-pound mark. "We've zoomed past that now," Travis Gienger, the grower from Minnesota who cultivated Michael Jordan, told me. For champion growers, there's only one thing to do next: try to break 3,000.


Last year, Michael Jordan weighed in at a world-record 2,749 pounds. (Alex Washburn / AP)



Giant pumpkins aren't quite supersize versions of what you find in the grocery store. All competitive pumpkins are Curcubita maxima, the largest species of squash--which, in the wild, can grow to 200 pounds, about 10 times heavier than the common Halloween pumpkin. But decades of selective breeding--crossing only the largest plants--has created colossal varieties.



Virtually all of today's champions trace their lineage to Dill's Atlantic Giant, a variety bred in the 1970s by a Canadian grower named Howard Dill. Very competitive growers source their seeds from one another, through seed exchanges and auctions, where a single seed can be sold for thousands of dollars, Michael Estadt, an assistant professor at Ohio State University Extension who has cultivated giant pumpkins, told me. Seeds from Gienger's champions are in high demand, yet even he is constantly aiming to improve the genetics of his line. "I'm looking for heavy," he said.



Yet even a pumpkin with a prizewinning pedigree won't reach its full size unless it's managed well. Like babies, they require immense upkeep, even before they are born. Months before planting, at least 1,000 square feet of soil per pumpkin must be fertilized and weeded. Once seedlings are planted, they have to be watered daily for their entire growing period, roughly four months. No mere garden hose can do the trick; each plant needs at least one inch of water a week, which allows the pumpkin to gain up to 70 pounds in a single day. The fruit and leaves must also be inspected at least once daily for pests and disease--no small feat as their surface area balloons. Quickly spotting and excising the eggs of an insect called the squash-vine borer, then bandaging the wounded vine, is paramount. One day, you might have a great pumpkin, "then boom, the next day, all of the vine is completely dead," says Julie Weisenhorn, a horticulture educator at the University of Minnesota who has grown giant pumpkins--named Seymour (744 pounds) and Audrey (592 pounds).



Growers can keep pushing the pumpkin weight limit by ensuring that a plant isn't pollinated by a variety that has subpar genes. To do so, they hand-pollinate, painstakingly dusting pollen from a plant's male flowers into the female ones. This usually leads the plant to bear three or four fruit, but only the most promising is allowed to survive. The rest are killed off in an attempt to direct all of the plant's resources toward a single giant. In the same vein, wayward vines are nipped, and emerging roots thrust deep into the ground, in hopes of harnessing every last nutrient for the potential champion.



Still, some factors are beyond anyone's control. The weather can literally make or break a pumpkin. Too much rain can cause a pumpkin to grow too quickly, cracking open its flesh, which would disqualify it from competition. Too much sunlight hardens the flesh, making it prone to fractures. It's not uncommon for giant pumpkins to have custom-built personal sunshades. North America's giant-pumpkin capitals--Half Moon Bay, Nova Scotia, and Minnesota--have nature on their side, with low humidity and nighttime temperatures. Cooler nights mean less respiration, which means less wasted energy.



Yet nature bests even the world's champions. This year, Gienger couldn't break the record he set with Michael Jordan; he blames cold and wet weather, which made it harder to feed micronutrients to his pumpkin, Rudy. (At 2,471 pounds, it still won the Half Moon Bay competition.) And no matter how big a pumpkin grows, it needs to pack a few extra pounds for the road: Once they're cut from the vine, they rapidly lose their weight in water. A pumpkin can drop roughly 10 pounds in a single day.



All of the experts I spoke with believe that 3,000 pounds is within reach. "It's still an upward trend," said Grande, who noted that a 2,907-pounder has already been recorded, albeit a damaged one. Pumpkin genetics are continually improving; more 2,000-pounders have been grown in the past year than ever before, according to Grande. Growers are constantly developing new practices. Each year, the Great Pumpkin Conference holds an international summit for growers and scientists to trade techniques (last year's was in Belgium, and this year's will be on the Green Bay Packers' Lambeau Field). Shifting goals have precipitated new (and expensive) methods: Carbon dioxide and gibberellic acid are being used as growth stimulants; some pumpkins are fully grown in greenhouses.



The reason giant-pumpkin weights increased 20-fold in half a century is the same reason runners keep running faster marathons, that skyscrapers keep clawing at the sky, and that people spend so much on anti-aging. To push nature's limits is a reliably exhilarating endeavor; to be the one to succeed is a point of pride. Food companies, in particular, build their entire businesses on developing the biggest and best. Wild strawberries are the size of a nickel, but domesticated ones are as huge as Ping-Pong balls. Industrial breeding turned the scrawny, two-and-a-half-pound chickens of the 1920s into today's six-pounders. There's still room for them to grow: Strawberries can get as big as a saucer, and the heaviest chicken on record was a 22-pounder named Weirdo. But foods sold commercially are subject to other constraints on growth, such as transportation, storage, processing, and customer preference. Unusually big foods are associated with less flavor, and their size can be off-putting. When it comes to food, there is such a thing as too big.



Giant pumpkins, by contrast, have a singular purpose: to become as heavy as possible. They don't have to be beautiful, taste good, or withstand transport, because they are not food. When companies develop boundary-pushing crops and animals, that tends to be an isolationist enterprise, shrouded in secrecy. But in the giant-pumpkin community, there is less incentive to guard seeds and techniques. Most competitions are low-stakes local affairs, and nobody ever became rich off giant pumpkins, not even Howard Dill.



Breaking records is largely seen as a communal effort. "The secret to our success is that we are a sharing community," Grande said. In a few contests, the investment is worth it--the Half Moon Bay prize for world-record-breakers is $30,000--but "it's not a get-rich-quick scheme," Estadt told me. People do it, he said, "for the thrill of the win."



All of the pumpkin experts I spoke with acknowledged that there must be a limit. But nobody has any idea what it is. Four thousand pounds, 5,000--as far as growers can tell, these are as feasible as any other goal. Every milestone they reach marks another human achievement, another triumph over nature. But even the most majestic of pumpkins inevitably meets the same fate: devoured by livestock, and returned to the earth.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/10/giant-pumpkin-world-record/680337/?utm_source=feed
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A Touch Revolution Could Transform Pitching

A revolution in the science of touch could unlock the mystery of "feel" in pitching.

by Zach Schonbrun




Mariano Rivera was never secretive about the grip on his signature pitch. He'd show it to teammates, coaches, even reporters. He placed his index and middle fingers together along the seams. He pulled down with his middle finger upon release. The ball would whiz arrow-straight before veering sharply a few inches from where the hitter expected it.

When teaching pitchers how it should feel coming out of their hand, however, Rivera could be frustratingly vague. Put pressure on the middle finger, he would say. This can be a moneymaker for you. Even now, nobody can make a fastball move quite like Mo's. "It is as if it dropped straight from the heavens," he wrote in his 2014 memoir. "How can I explain it any other way?"

Eleven years after Rivera's retirement, a wrist brace with claws could strip any last intimation of divinity out of pitching. A pitcher's fingers slide into its four rubber rings, attached to metal straws that are fastened by a Velcro strap around the wrist. This device, the FlexPro Grip, measures exactly how quickly each of a pitcher's fingers exert pressure on a ball. But the point of the gadget isn't just to register finger forces. It's to transform the art of pitching into a science.
 
 One afternoon last year, at a training facility called VeloU, I watched as Aidan Dolinsky, a pitcher for New York University, slipped on the FlexPro Grip and awaited instructions from Adam Moreau, the device's co-creator. "I want you to squeeze with your two fingers"--the index and middle--"but only at about 50 percent of your maximum pressure," Moreau said. "Hold it there for a few seconds. Hold, hold. And then instantly--boom--ramp up to your max force."
 
 As Dolinsky squeezed, Moreau began peppering him with numbers. "Get to 69," he said, glancing at the app in front of them, "and then when you see that little green dot there, slam on it ... Okay, hold, hold, go!"

The young pitcher needed a few tries before he mastered the proper sequence of acceleration. "I realized I was squeezing too hard, so then I backed off too much," Dolinsky said.

"That's quantifying feel!" Moreau cried. Imagine, he said, standing on the mound, and knowing exactly how much force to put on each key finger, and exactly how to peak them at the same time. "What would that do to your spin?"



Today's professional pitchers throw harder than ever, but their art is still largely dictated by speculative notions of feel. Pitchers have forever been licking their fingers and clutching rosin bags to help with grip; these days, camera technology and data analysis have put a premium on players who can also impart enough spin to make the ball run, ride, cut, carry, sink, tunnel, and bore along a split-second flight path. It's not enough to be blessed with a golden arm. You need to have it work in conjunction with your fingers, too.
 
 Only recently, though, has anyone tried to understand exactly how those fingers work in pitching. In 2017, Glenn Fleisig, an expert in biomechanics, led a cohort of researchers looking at how elite pitchers apply finger pressure while throwing. By stuffing a regulation baseball with sensors, the researchers found that the force of the middle and index finger on the ball spiked twice, the last coming roughly six to seven milliseconds before release--in essence, the instant the ball leaves the hand. The force of that final peak averaged 185 Newtons, exerted through two fingers kissing the seams of a five-ounce baseball. It's enough force to heave a bowling ball about 90 miles an hour.

When I spoke with Fleisig, he recalled that the primary motivation around the study was injury prevention. Elbow tears are collectively a billion-dollar problem for Major League Baseball each year, and "knowing how hard someone grips has implications about what's happening in your elbow," he said. What he found, though, also unlocked a mystery about pitching. Fleisig had previously reported that the angular velocity achievable by a pitcher's shoulder maxes out at about 90 miles an hour, but pitchers can throw faster than that. Something else had to be providing that extra oomph--the fingers. "A huge thing that separates a good pitcher from a great pitcher," Fleisig said, "is their ability to do that last push."

Devin Gordon: Arms are flying off their hinges

Fleisig's work is emblematic of a recent and long-overdue boom in touch research. "We're now catching up to where we've been for many decades in the auditory and visual fields," David Ginty, a neuroscientist at Harvard Medical School, told me. When Ginty started his somatosensory research lab in the mid-1990s, the field was small and quirky, dominated by a few labs producing a handful of papers a year. Today, the IEEE World Haptics conference, the top symposium where touch researchers share their findings, is a sprawling, festival-like event, sponsored by a subsidiary of Meta. Advancements in molecular-genetic techniques have enabled labs like Ginty's to see how individual nerve cells respond to certain stimuli. It's given researchers the best picture yet of the basic biology of touch, and it's jump-started investigations into new treatments for chronic pain, anemia, irritable bowel syndrome, traumatic brain injury, and even low bone density. A stream of studies in recent years has also highlighted the psychological, cognitive, and creative benefits of doing things by hand.

In science, the closer anyone looks at touch, the more its influence becomes apparent. In baseball, it could revolutionize how teams look for the next Mariano Rivera with the magic feel.



For Connor Lunn's entire baseball career, "feel" was waved off as something subjective and abstract, mostly because it couldn't be measured. Eventually, Lunn, a recently retired minor-league pitcher, realized that people weren't even trying. "We have every other metric out there--how hard you're throwing, all the spin rates, the tail axis, everything," Lunn told me. "But there was nothing out there on where you're gripping the ball." Learning how to throw a new pitch was like getting a prescription for eyeglasses based on what somebody else is telling you looks clear for them. In April, shortly before being signed as a free agent by the Tampa Bay Rays, Lunn was co-awarded the patent on a design for a baseball wrapped in a pressure-sensing fabric.

Alex Fast, a data analyst and writer for PitchingList.com, also thought the role of pressure was being overlooked. In March 2023, he gave a talk at the MIT Sloan Analytics Conference in Boston about measuring finger pressure in baseball. Using sensors and other supplies bought from Amazon, he built a feedback device that was tiny and flexible enough to be worn underneath a piece of tape on the fingertip and that could transmit force data to a microcontroller, worn inside a fanny pack on the pitcher's lower back. "When I first got into analytics, I remember thinking that they've quantified everything," Fast told me. But so many people that he spoke with after the conference shared his hunch about finger force, Fast told me later, that he began to think, This could be pitching's next great analytical frontier.

From the July/August 2023 issue: Moneyball broke baseball

Part of what's so notable about the attention being paid to touch in baseball circles is its contrast with how most of us navigate the world. I can point to one tool I reliably touch in my daily life: my iPhone, with its flat, smooth surface. I tap, scroll, and occasionally pinch it; calling it a touchscreen is an insult to the various forms of touch humans once used to manipulate pens, books, Rolodexes, keys, cash, coins, camcorders, calculators, discs, tapes, and credit cards. In households around the world, voice assistants and smart devices already respond nimbly to vocal commands to turn on lights, play songs, set temperatures, and change television channels. Hands-free fixtures fill the bathroom. Telehealth visits replace physical exams. Virtual reality has barely any use for the hands or feet.

That our grip on the physical world is slipping has real consequences: A long history of medical study has connected hand strength to overall physical health and longevity, for reasons that still aren't entirely clear. Christy Isbell, a pediatric occupational therapist at East Tennessee State University, said she sees some kids as old as 4 or 5 years who have never held a pencil or a crayon. The absence of that tactile experience may change how they learn to read and write, she told me, and limit them in other ways. Healthy young adults who spend lots of time on their smartphones have weaker grips, duller fingers, and higher rates of hand and wrist injuries than their peers who use their phones less frequently. Professors at medical schools are raising alarms about the diminishing dexterity of surgical students.

Pitchers are an outlier. Unlike the rest of us, they must be attuned to precisely how their fingertips interact with the world every time they take the mound. And simply paying a little more attention to that interaction appears to make a great difference. According to research by the company that manufactures the FlexPro Grip, pitchers who use the device have been able to increase the rate of spin on their fastball by about 4 percent. A higher spin rate on a fastball can produce a "rising" effect that makes it harder for hitters to square up.

Read: The scourge of 'win probability' in sports

Even if the rest of us never get our finger pressure measured, the research is clear that we can benefit emotionally, cognitively, and physically by doing more with our hands--by jotting down notes, knitting, or taking a pottery class. With that effort, and the help of a few committed baseball buffs, perhaps we can arrest our collective drift into a hands-free world.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/10/baseball-pitching-touch-feel-science/680414/?utm_source=feed
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Cheap Solar Panels Are Changing the World

"This is unstoppable."

by Zoe Schlanger




Updated at 1:40 p.m. ET on October 25, 2024

Last month, an energy think tank released some rare good news for the climate: The world is on track to install 29 percent more solar capacity this year than it did the year before, according to a report from Ember. "In a single year, in a single technology, we're providing as much new electricity as the entirety of global growth the year before," Kingsmill Bond, a senior energy strategist at RMI, a clean-energy nonprofit, told me. A decade or two ago, analysts "did not imagine in their wildest dreams that solar by the middle of the 2020s would already be supplying all of the growth of global electricity demand," he said. Yet here we are.

In the United States, solar accounted for more than half of all new power last year. But the most dramatic growth is happening overseas. The latest global report from the International Energy Agency (IEA) notes that solar is on track to overtake all other forms of energy by 2033. The world's use of fossil fuels is already plateauing (the U.S., for its part, hit its peak demand for fossil-fuel energy way back in 2007). Energy demand is still rising, but renewables are stepping in to make up the difference. "The really interesting debate now," Bond said, "is actually: When do we push fossil fuels off the plateau? And from our numbers, if solar keeps on growing this way, it's going to be off the plateau by the end of this decade."

The advantages of solar speak for themselves. Solar can be built faster and with fewer permits than other forms of energy infrastructure, mostly because the panels are flat and modular (unlike, say, a towering wind turbine or a hulking gas-fired power plant). It's also adaptable at any scale, from an individual erecting a single panel to a utility company assembling a solar farm. And now, thanks to remarkable drops in prices for solar panels, mainly from China, simple market forces seem to be driving an all-out solar boom. "This is unstoppable," Heymi Bahar, a senior energy analyst at the IEA, told me.

Globally, some 40 percent of solar's growth is in the form of people powering their own homes and businesses, Bahar said. Perhaps nowhere is this better illustrated than in Africa, where Joel Nana, a project manager at Sustainable Energy Africa in Cape Town, has been leading an effort to help countries regulate and integrate the explosion of small-scale solar. When Nana and his team started quantifying just how much new solar was around, "we were actually shocked," he told me. In South Africa, for example, the total amount of energy produced from solar systems in 2019 was thought to be about 500 megawatts, Nana said. But in the first quarter of 2023, when researchers used satellite imagery to count all of the solar installations in the country, they estimated that solar was producing a combined 5,700 megawatts of energy--only 55 percent of which had been declared to the government. That story of rapid, invisible growth is being repeated across the continent. Kenya now has about 200 megawatts of rooftop solar installed, representing 9 percent of the country's total energy use, Nana said. Namibia has about 96 megawatts of rooftop solar capacity in its system, he said--a whopping 15 percent of its energy mix. "It's been happening for three or four years, maybe five years, completely off the radar," Nana said.

From the March 2020 issue: Thy neighbor's solar panels

Solar seems to have passed a tipping point: In many countries, the low cost of the technology is propelling its own growth, despite little government help. In South Africa, businesses such as shopping malls and factories have historically run diesel generators to deal with frequent power outages. Many still do, but now others are saving money by installing solar panels. Electricity from a diesel generator costs about 10 rand per kilowatt-hour, Nana said; with solar panels, it plummets to about two rand. "It's literally a no-brainer for a business owner," he said. Businesses make up 80 percent of small-scale solar capacity in the country, according to his research. Soon, Nana hopes, arrays and batteries will become cheap enough that more homeowners across the continent will be able to afford switching to solar. And, as the journalist Bill McKibben has reported, some homeowners in African countries who have never been connected to the grid are getting electricity for the very first time via solar-panel kits, skipping over a fossil-fuel phase entirely.

Across the global South, solar is capturing unprecedented portions of the energy market. Pakistan, for example, imported the equivalent of a quarter of its total energy capacity in Chinese solar panels in just the first six months of this year. Many countries in the global South lack significant fossil-fuel resources, and importing them is expensive. "By far the easiest way to obtain economic growth in a country with a lot of sunshine and no fossil fuels is by exploiting your own domestic resources," Bond said. Already, in countries including Brazil, Morocco, Mexico, and Uruguay, solar and wind make up a bigger share of electricity generation than it does in global-North countries. By 2030, RMI predicts, the global South will have quadrupled its solar and wind capacity.

That estimate doesn't account for China, which is experiencing an unparalleled solar boom. In addition to supplying the rest of the world with panels, China installed more than half of the planet's new solar capacity within its own borders in 2023, and the Ember report says it's on track to add a similar amount this year. In 2023, the country more than doubled its own solar capacity year over year. "Nobody was expecting that it would be so high," Bahar said.

Read: Why America doesn't really make solar panels anymore

Last year, at the United Nations Climate Change Conference, or COP28, in Dubai, 132 countries and the European Union pledged to triple the world's renewable-energy capacity by 2030. According to Bahar, it's the only promise of the many made in Dubai that's likely to even be close to fulfilled: The world is on track to add 2.7 times its renewable capacity by then, and 80 percent of that increase will come from solar. To make use of all this growth, the world will have to add much more storage and transmission capacity, neither of which are keeping up with solar's pace. The IEA, where Bahar works, will advocate for new pledges on those two fronts at COP29 next month. A world that mostly runs on solar power will also need something else--such as hydropower, nuclear, or geothermal--to generate energy when the sun isn't shining in the evenings and winters. Jessika Trancik, an MIT professor who models clean-energy development, told me that governments need to steer investments toward storage and alternate forms of energy to compensate for that inherent downtime. That way, the world can have a reliable energy mix when 50 or 60 percent of electricity generation comes from solar and wind. That may seem far off, she said--solar made up about 5.5 percent of global electricity in 2023--but with the exponential growth of cheap solar, "before you know it, it's upon you."

For Africa's quiet solar boom to meet its full potential, governments will need to regulate and subsidize the technology, Nana said. Federal departments in Namibia, Kenya, and Eswatini have largely ignored the ascendance of solar technology within their borders, Nana said. Yet in South Africa, he's seeing bright spots. Last year, the government began providing subsidies for solar for the first time. This year, its updated energy plan acknowledged that small-scale solar will be the biggest player in the country in the next decade. If South Africa is any indication, a solar revolution will arrive in more countries in the coming years. It may even sneak up on them.



This article originally misstated that solar power made up 5.5 percent of global energy in 2023. It made up 5.5 percent of global electricity.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2024/10/solar-power-energy-revolution-global-south/680351/?utm_source=feed
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        Hannah Dreier Wins 2024 Michael Kelly Award for <em>New York Times</em> Investigation
        The Atlantic

        Hannah Dreier is the winner of the 21st annual Michael Kelly Award for her series "Alone and Exploited," published by The New York Times in 2023. Dreier's sweeping and groundbreaking investigation into migrant child labor in the United States brought a "new economy of exploitation" to national attention.

In their commendation, the judges describe Dreier's reporting as tenacious and impactful, and note her "sheer doggedness in uncovering this scandal." Dreier is a Pulitzer Prize-winning investiga...
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Hannah Dreier Wins 2024 Michael Kelly Award for <em>New York Times</em> Investigation

Finalists are from the <em>Detroit Free Press</em>,<em> </em>the<em> Daily Beast</em>,<em> </em>and<em> The Washington Post</em>.




Hannah Dreier is the winner of the 21st annual Michael Kelly Award for her series "Alone and Exploited," published by The New York Times in 2023. Dreier's sweeping and groundbreaking investigation into migrant child labor in the United States brought a "new economy of exploitation" to national attention.
 
 In their commendation, the judges describe Dreier's reporting as tenacious and impactful, and note her "sheer doggedness in uncovering this scandal." Dreier is a Pulitzer Prize-winning investigative reporter for the Times, as well as a two-time Michael Kelly Award finalist. She will be awarded a prize of $25,000.
 
 Given annually by The Atlantic, the Michael Kelly Award honors journalists whose work exemplifies "the fearless pursuit and expression of truth," qualities that defined Michael Kelly's own life and career. Kelly was the first journalist killed while covering the Iraq War, in 2003. He served as editor of The Atlantic and National Journal when both magazines were publications of Atlantic Media, chaired by David G. Bradley. Bradley created the award in Kelly's honor.
 
 Journalists from three other news organizations were recognized as finalists, and each will receive a $3,000 award: Georgea Kovanis and Mandi Wright, at the Detroit Free Press, for their intimate portrait of a heroin and fentanyl addict amid the opioid crisis; Philip Obaji Jr., at the Daily Beast, for his reporting on the Wagner Group's shady operations in the Central African Republic; and a team of more than 75 journalists at The Washington Post, for their deep dive into the rise of the AR-15.
 
 Five judges selected the winner and the finalists: Jenisha Watts, a senior editor at The Atlantic; Toby Lester, a senior editor at Harvard Business Review; James Warren, the executive editor of NewsGuard; Ena Alvarado, a writer and former assistant editor at The Atlantic; and Cullen Murphy, the editor at large of The Atlantic.
 
 A list of the past winners and finalists, as well as remembrances of Kelly from friends and colleagues, can be found at www.michaelkellyaward.com.
 
 Press Contact:
 Anna Bross | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2024/10/hannah-dreier-wins-2024-michael-kelly-award/680359/?utm_source=feed
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        How Trump Is Baiting Harris
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.This is the time for closing arguments from Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. But Trump's closing argument is not a closing argument at all: It's an invitation. He and his campaign are acting in hopes of provoking Harris, pushing her to muddle her final message.The statements and sentiments on display fro...

      

      
        What <em>Election Integrity</em> Really Means
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The phrase election integrity sounds noble on its face. But in recent years, election deniers have used it to lay the groundwork for challenging the results of the 2024 election.A few months after Donald Trump took office in 2017, he signed an executive order establishing the "Presidential Advisory Comm...

      

      
        Why Does Elon Musk Still Have a Security Clearance?
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Yesterday, The New York Times reported that people around Donald Trump are trying to figure out how "to quickly install loyalists in major positions without subjecting them to the risk of long-running and intrusive F.B.I. background checks." Trump's people, unsurprisingly, are worried about whether they...

      

      
        A Heavy-Metal Tearjerker
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is James Parker, a staff writer who addresses readers' existential worries in his "Dear James" newsletter. He has also written about why TV is full of...

      

      
        Halloween Has Changed
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.What's the scariest part of Halloween? Maybe it's how far we've strayed from the spirit of the holiday, a night meant to be celebrated with eager trick-or-treaters and over-the-top costumes. A recent gripe about the holiday comes from the writer Kate Lindsay, who notes that  "Halloween has been steadi...

      

      
        Harris's Best Closing Argument Isn't Coming From Her
        John Hendrickson

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Samuel L. Jackson strutted out onstage at James R. Hallford Stadium outside Atlanta last night and attempted to lend Kamala Harris some of his lifelong cool: "We've heard her favorite curse word is a favorite of mine too!" (Sadly, he restrained himself from saying it--of course you know what it is.)Harri...

      

      
        The Schools Without ChatGPT Plagiarism
        Matteo Wong

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Among the most tangible and immediate effects of the generative-AI boom has been a total upending of English classes. On November 30, 2022, the release of ChatGPT offered a tool that could write at least reasonably well for students--and by all accounts, the plagiarism began the next day and hasn't stopp...

      

      
        The Least-Loved Type of Memoir
        Emma Sarappo

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. The goal of writing a memoir is to excavate one's essential humanity, then share it with readers ... except when it's not, of course, which is often. Many--maybe most!--memoirs are published not as a means of artistic expression but instead to sell something, boost the author's profile, capitalize on 15 minutes of fame, or win over public opinion. This is especially true of those written by ...

      

      
        Elon Musk Is a New Kind of Political Donor
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Over the past three months, Elon Musk has mobilized his many resources--his exceptional wealth, far-reaching online platform, and time--for a cause that could have profound effects on his personal fortune and American society: electing Donald Trump.Musk is going all in: In addition to donating $75 million...

      

      
        America's Shifting Attitudes Toward Marijuana
        Malcolm Ferguson

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present, surface delightful treasures, and examine the American idea.The earliest mention of marijuana I could find in The Atlantic's pages was from "I Like Bad Boys," an immersive essay from November 1939 in which J. M. Braude profiles working-class adolescents caught up in the Chicago Boys' Court system. Braude describes the drug as a "popular demoralizing agent to young people today" tha...

      

      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How Trump Is Baiting Harris

He and his campaign keep pushing the bounds of decency in an effort to provoke a reaction.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


This is the time for closing arguments from Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. But Trump's closing argument is not a closing argument at all: It's an invitation. He and his campaign are acting in hopes of provoking Harris, pushing her to muddle her final message.

The statements and sentiments on display from the Trump campaign this past week, and particularly at Sunday night's rally at Madison Square Garden, have been racist, xenophobic, and violent. To note a few: The comedian Tony Hinchcliffe, invited by the Trump campaign, called Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage." The radio personality Sid Rosenberg described the Democratic Party as "a bunch of degenerates, lowlifes," and "Jew-haters." The private-equity fund manager Grant Cardone said that Harris has "pimp handlers." And the Trump adviser Stephen Miller declared that "America is for Americans and Americans only."

This incendiary language is not only a crude attempt to bait critics; it's part of a pattern of hate from Trump and his closest allies, and a type of rhetoric that Trump has made clear he intends to incorporate into his plans as president. But in continuing to push the lines of decency in American politics, Trump is also attempting to goad the opposition. His campaign is ramping up a familiar and often effective cycle: He says or encourages something inflammatory, then goes on to blame his opponents or members of the media for overreacting, sometimes attempting to rewrite his own statements in the process. After he told the Fox News anchor Sean Hannity that he wouldn't be a dictator "except for day one," he later said that he was just joking, in an effort to cast those who took him seriously as dramatic. It's an example of what my colleague Megan Garber recently called the trolligarchy: "A troll reserves the right, always, to be kidding," she wrote. "Even about matters of life and death."

A strong reaction from Democrats or from journalists is strategically useful to Trump, and he knows it. As Trump said at Sunday's rally: "When I say 'the enemy from within'"--referring to the phrase he often uses to describe anyone who is not part of MAGA world--"the other side goes crazy." Kamala Harris herself has usually avoided taking the bait, although in recent days she has gone on the attack, referring to Trump as a fascist for the first time after The New York Times published remarks from former White House Chief of Staff John Kelly in which he said that Trump met the definition of the word. But she has returned consistently to a message of unity. Speaking to reporters today, she said, "When elected president, I'm going to represent all Americans, including those who don't vote for me."

Others on her campaign, however, haven't been as careful. At an event earlier this week, Tim Walz said of the MSG rally, "There's a direct parallel to a big rally that happened in the mid-1930s at Madison Square Garden," in apparent reference to a 1939 pro-Nazi rally that took place in the same arena. And on a call with a Latino voting group last night, President Joe Biden remarked, "The only garbage I see floating out there is his supporters--his demonization of Latinos is unconscionable, and it's un-American." Though Biden later claimed that he said "supporter's," referencing Hinchcliffe's quote about Puerto Rico, and Harris quickly distanced herself from the gaffe, the damage was done. Biden's blunder is reminiscent of the disparaging "basket of deplorables" comment that Hillary Clinton made about Trump supporters during her 2016 campaign, a comparison that Trumpworld has been quick to make. MAGA allies soon began campaigning off of Biden's comment, and Trump's campaign has even fundraised off it.

By provoking and then taking apparent pleasure in dramatic reactions from their critics, Trump and his team encourage his supporters' feelings of vitriol toward fellow Americans--feelings Trump has spent years feeding by referring to his political opponents as enemies, "vermin," "lunatics," and "thugs." Harris and her team will make a much stronger closing statement if they refuse to give Trump the satisfaction of being their campaign's main subject. But it's also up to the American voting public to resist being baited by the outrage that Trump stokes, and to refuse the path of vengeance that he represents.

Related:

	This is Trump's message.
 	Trump wants you to accept all of this as normal.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump pays the price for insulting Puerto Rico.
 	Why Kamala Harris is targeting deep-red counties
 	Elon Musk has turned X into a political weapon.
 	The worst of crypto is yet to come.




Today's News

	A divided Supreme Court allowed Virginia to continue its program targeting suspected noncitizen voters, which could result in the purge of more than 1,600 voter registrations.
 	At least 95 people were killed after torrential rain caused dangerous levels of flash flooding in Spain's Valencia region.
 	An 18-year-old man was arrested near an early-voting site in Florida after he brandished a machete at two people who support Vice President Kamala Harris. A video shows him holding the machete while his companions wave Trump flags, according to The New York Times.






Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Throw out your black plastic spatula, Zoe Schlanger writes. It's probably leaching chemicals into your cooking oil.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Ok McCausland / The New York Times / Redux



Tobacco Companies May Have Found a Way to Make Vapes More Addictive

By Nicholas Florko

When a friend pulled out her vape at a playoff-baseball watch party earlier this month, it immediately caught my eye. I had grown accustomed to marveling at the different disposable vapes she'd purchase each time her last one ran out of nicotine--the strange flavors, the seemingly endless number of brands--but this product was different. It had a screen. While she vaped, the device played a silly little animation that reminded me of a rudimentary version of Pac-Man.
 In the name of journalism, I went to my local smoke shop this week, and sure enough, vapes with screens were ubiquitous.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	An overlooked path to a financial fresh start
 	How Israel could be changing Iran's nuclear calculus
 	Muslim American support for Trump is an act of self-sabotage, Hussein Ibish argues.




Culture Break


Illustration by Joanne Imperio / The Atlantic. Sources: B Bennett / Getty; Bettmann / Getty; Harry How / Getty; Steve Crandall / Getty.



Investigate. Why are baseball players always eating? Kaitlyn Tiffany examines why America's pastime is a game of snacks.

Watch. In Conclave (out now in theaters), the cardinals get catty when the pope dies, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What <em>Election Integrity</em> Really Means

Election deniers have co-opted the term to undermine trust in the voting process.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

The phrase election integrity sounds noble on its face. But in recent years, election deniers have used it to lay the groundwork for challenging the results of the 2024 election.

A few months after Donald Trump took office in 2017, he signed an executive order establishing the "Presidential Advisory Commission on Election Integrity." The Brennan Center for Justice wrote at the time that "there is strong reason to suspect this Commission is not a legitimate attempt to study elections, but is rather a tool for justifying discredited claims of widespread voter fraud and promoting vote suppression legislation." That proved prescient. Although there is no evidence of widespread fraud in the 2016 or 2020 elections--or in any other recent elections, for that matter--Trump and his allies have fomented the narrative that such interference is a real problem in America, employing it in the illegal attempt to overturn the 2020 election and their reported plans to claim that the 2024 race is rigged.

As part of this strategy, right-wing activists and lawyers have organized initiatives under the auspices of election integrity, warping the meaning of those words to sow distrust. Through her Election Integrity Network, the right-wing activist Cleta Mitchell has been recruiting people--including election deniers who will likely continue to promote disinformation and conspiracy theories--to become poll workers and monitors, in an effort that was reportedly coordinated with members of the Republican National Committee. Poll watching in itself is a timeworn American practice, although it has been misused in the past; now, however, election-denial groups are sending participants to polling places under the presumption that fraud is taking place.

More recently, Elon Musk--in addition to his own brazen efforts to get Trump reelected--has invited X users to report activity they see as suspicious through an "Election Integrity Community" feed, an effort almost certain to trigger a flood of misinformation on the platform. In Texas, Attorney General Ken Paxton's Election Integrity Unit has gone to great lengths to seek evidence of fraud; in one case, nine armed officers reportedly appeared with a search warrant at the door of a woman who had been working with a Latino civil-rights organization to help veterans and seniors register to vote.

The RNC, especially under the influence of its co-chair Lara Trump, has taken up "election integrity" as an explicit priority: As she said at a GOP event over the summer, "we are pulling out all the stops, and we are so laser-focused on election integrity." Her team created an election-integrity program earlier this year and hired Christina Bobb, who was later indicted for efforts to overturn the results of the 2020 election in Arizona (she has denied wrongdoing), as its lead election-integrity lawyer. As The New Yorker reported earlier this month, the RNC plans to staff a "war room" with attorneys operating an "election-integrity hotline" on Election Day. Such initiatives have helped inject doubt into a legitimate process. Despite the clear lack of evidence to suggest fraud is likely in this election, nearly 60 percent of Americans already say they're concerned or very concerned about it, according to a recent NPR/PBS News/Marist poll; 88 percent of Trump supporters said they were concerned about fraud (compared with about 30 percent of Kamala Harris supporters).

The "consistent, disciplined, repetitive use" of the term election integrity in this new context is "designed to confuse the public," Alice Clapman, a senior counsel in the Brennan Center's Voting Rights Program, told me. A sad irony, she added, is that those who use this framing have done so to push for restrictions that actually suppress voting, including strict voter-ID laws and limitations on early ballots, or to threaten the existence of initiatives to ensure fair voting. Many of the same activists promoting "election integrity," including Cleta Mitchell, organized a misinformation campaign to undermine a bipartisan state-led initiative called the Electronic Registration Information Center, which was created in 2012 to ensure that voter rolls were accurate. Multiple states eventually left the compact.

The term election integrity isn't entirely new--Google Trends data suggest that its usage has bubbled up around election years in recent decades. But its prominence has exploded since 2020, and the strong associations with election denial in recent years means that other groups have backed away from it. "Like so much charged language in American politics, when one side really seizes on a term and uses it in a loaded way," it becomes "a partisan term," Clapman told me. Now groups unaffiliated with the right are turning to more neutral language such as voter protection and voter security to refer to their efforts to ensure free elections.

Election deniers are chipping away at Americans' shared understanding of reality. And as my colleague Ali Breland wrote yesterday, violent rhetoric and even political violence in connection with the election have already begun. This month so far, a man has punched a poll worker after being asked to remove his MAGA hat, and hundreds of ballots have been destroyed in fires on the West Coast. Election officials are bracing for targeted attacks in the coming days--and some have already received threats. If Trump loses, the right will be poised--under the guise of "election integrity"--to interfere further with the norms of American democracy.

Related:

	The swing states are in good hands.
 	The next "Stop the Steal" movement is here.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Vann R. Newkirk II on solidarity and Gaza
 	The closing case against Trump
 	How the Trump resistance gave up




Today's News

	Steve Bannon, a former Trump adviser, was released from federal prison after completing his four-month sentence for being found in contempt of Congress.
 	Vice President Kamala Harris's speech tonight--which she says will be her campaign's closing argument--will be delivered from the Ellipse in Washington, D.C., the same location where Trump spoke on January 6, 2021.
 	Israel's Parliament passed two laws yesterday that include provisions banning UNRWA, a UN relief agency for Palestinian refugees, from operating in the country. Israel has accused several members of UNRWA, which distributes the majority of aid in Gaza, of participating in the Hamas attack on October 7.




More From The Atlantic

	The end of Francis Fukuyama
 	"Dear James": My colleague repeats herself constantly.
 	Revenge voting is a mistake, Gal Beckerman argues.
 	The people who don't read political news
 	Under the spell of the crowd


Evening Read


Michael Laughlin / AP



The Worst Statue in the History of Sports

By Ross Andersen

Earlier this year, the Lakers unveiled a Kobe Bryant statue with oddly stretched proportions and a too-angular face. It made Bryant look like a second-rate Terminator villain, and to add insult to injury, the inscription at its base was marred by misspellings. In 2017, fans of Cristiano Ronaldo were so aghast at a sculptor's cartoonish bust of the legendary footballer that they hounded him into making a new one.
 It gives me no pleasure--and, in fact, considerable pain--to report that Dwyane Wade's statue may be the worst of them all.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Matthieu Rondel / AFP / Getty



Check out. These photos show an urban opera featuring three massive robotic puppets of mythological creatures, which performed in several locations around Toulouse, France.

Read. Lowry Pressly's new book, The Right to Oblivion, argues that privacy is the key to a meaningful existence, John Kaag writes.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/10/election-integrity-denial-efforts/680454/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why Does Elon Musk Still Have a Security Clearance?

The U.S. government seems to think he's too big to fail.

by Tom Nichols




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Yesterday, The New York Times reported that people around Donald Trump are trying to figure out how "to quickly install loyalists in major positions without subjecting them to the risk of long-running and intrusive F.B.I. background checks." Trump's people, unsurprisingly, are worried about whether they'd pass a background check: As Atlantic contributor Peter Wehner wrote in September, the MAGA-dominated GOP "is a moral freak show, and freak shows attract freaks"--who tend to have a hard time getting security clearances. The first Trump administration was rife with people (including his son-in-law, Jared Kushner) who were walking national-security risks, none worse than Trump himself. A second term, in which Trump would be free of adult supervision, would be even worse.

By the way, elected government leaders (even if they are convicted felons) do not go through background checks or have actual security clearances. Their access to classified information is granted by virtue of the trust placed in them by the voters; the president, as the chief executive, has access at will to information produced by the military, the intelligence community, and other executive-branch organizations.

For many other federal workers, however, security clearances are a necessary component of government service. Over the course of some 35 years, I held relatively ordinary secret and top-secret clearances while in various jobs, including my work for a defense contractor, my time as an adviser to a U.S. senator, and then in my position as a professor at a war college.

All of these, even at the lowest levels, involve allowing the government to do some uncomfortable peeping into your life--your finances, your family, even your romantic attachments. Clearances are meant to mitigate the risk that you will compromise important information, so the goal is to ensure that you aren't emotionally unstable, or exploitable through blackmail, or vulnerable to offers of money. (Want to get a really thorough investigation? See if you can get cleared for CNDWI, or "Critical nuclear weapons design information.")

You screw around with this process at your own professional and legal peril. Don't want to admit that you cheated on your wife? Too bad. After all, if you'll lie to her and then lie to the government about lying to her, what else will you lie about? Are you a bit too loose at the poker table, or are you a casual drug user but don't think either is a big deal? That's not for you to decide: Better fess up anyway. (And of course, you have to promise not to do it anymore.)

Once you have a clearance, you'll be subjected to refresher courses on how to keep it, and you'll have to submit to regular reinvestigations. You must also sit through "insider threat" training, during which you are taught how to recognize who among your co-workers might be a security risk--and how to report them. Red flags include not only signs of money issues, emotional problems, or substance abuse but also extreme political views or foreign loyalties.

Which brings me to Elon Musk, who runs SpaceX, America's private space contractor and an organization presumably full of people with clearances. (I emailed SpaceX to ask how many of its workers have clearances. I have not gotten an answer.) Trump is surrounded by people who shouldn't be given a clearance to open a checking account, much less set foot in a highly classified environment. But Musk has held a clearance for years, despite ringing the insider-threat bells louder than a percussion maestro hammering a giant glockenspiel.

Leave aside Musk smoking marijuana on Joe Rogan's show back in 2018, a stunt done with such casual smugness that it would have cost almost anyone else their clearance. (The feds, including the U.S. military, don't care about state laws about pot; they still demand that clearance holders treat weed as a prohibited substance.) But sharing a joint with bro-king Rogan is nothing. Six years later, The Wall Street Journal reported much more concerning drug use:

The world's wealthiest person has used LSD, cocaine, ecstasy and psychedelic mushrooms, often at private parties around the world, where attendees sign nondisclosure agreements or give up their phones to enter, according to people who have witnessed his drug use and others with knowledge of it.


An attorney for Musk denied the report, but even the rumor of this kind of drug use would be a five-alarm fire for most holders of a high clearance. But fine, even if the report is true, maybe all it means is that Musk is just a patriotic, if somewhat reckless, pharmaceutical cowboy. It's not like he's canoodling with the Russians or anything, is it?

Bad news. Musk (according to another bombshell story from The Wall Street Journal) has reportedly been in touch multiple times with Russian President Vladimir Putin.

The discussions, confirmed by several current and former U.S., European and Russian officials, touch on personal topics, business and geopolitical tensions. At one point, Putin asked the billionaire to avoid activating his Starlink satellite internet service over Taiwan as a favor to Chinese leader Xi Jinping, said two people briefed on the request.


Now, it's not inherently a problem to have friends in Russia--I had some even when I was a government employee--but if you're the guy at the desk next to me with access to highly classified technical information, and you're chewing the fat now and then with the president of Russia, I'm pretty certain I'm required to at least raise an alert about a possible insider threat.

So why hasn't that kind of report happened? Apparently, it has: Last week, the NASA administrator Bill Nelson said that Musk's alleged contacts with Russia "should be investigated." But the United States government seems to think that Musk is too big to fail and too important to fire. As an opinion piece in Government Executive put it this past winter:

In the case of Musk, it is clear the government has decided the benefits of his maintaining eligibility are worth the risks. It's an easier case to make when you're creating groundbreaking technology and helping get humans to Mars. It may be a harder case for you to make if your name is Joe and your job is to get a truck to the naval yard ... That may seem like a double standard, but that's if you forget that there is no universal standard.


If Trump is reelected, Musk likely won't have anything to worry about. But at what point does Musk's erratic behavior--including allegations of drug use, accusations of some two years of regular discussions with the leader of Russia, and his obvious, intense devotion to one party and its candidate--become too much of a risk for any other U.S. administration to tolerate?

It's bad enough that Musk could be careless with classified data or expose himself to blackmail; it's even more unsettling to imagine him undermining American security because of poor judgment, political grudges, and unwise foreign associations. Remember, this is a man who had to pay a $20 million fine for blabbing about taking Tesla private and had to agree to have some of his social-media posts overseen by a Tesla lawyer--and that's not even close to classified information.

As a former clearance holder, I also worry that indulging Musk (and allowing future Trump appointees to bypass the clearance process) would be a toxic signal to the conscientious public servants who have protected America's secrets. They have allowed the government to intrude deeply into their personal lives; they have worked to keep their finances tidy; they have avoided the use of prohibited substances and the abuse of legal ones.

If only they were more important; they could get away with almost anything.

Related:

	What Elon Musk really wants
 	Elon Musk has reached a new low.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	This is Trump's message.
 	The truth about polling
 	Why major newspapers won't endorse Kamala Harris
 	Anne Applebaum: Trump wants you to accept all of this as normal.




Today's News

	Two ballot boxes were set on fire in Oregon and Washington. Hundreds of ballots were burned in Washington, and the police said that they believe the fires were connected.
 	Philadelphia's district attorney sued Elon Musk and his America PAC for "running an illegal lottery" scheme by promising to pay $1 million a day to registered voters who signed America PAC's petition defending the First and Second Amendments.
 	The Pentagon announced that if North Korea joins the war in Ukraine, the U.S. will not set any new limits on Ukraine's use of American-supplied weapons. In an updated estimate, the Pentagon said that roughly 10,000 North Korean troops have entered Russia.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: We've strayed from the spirit of Halloween, Stephanie Bai writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Joanne Imperio / The Atlantic. Source: Pamela Littky / Disney / Hulu.



MomTok Is the Apotheosis of 21st-Century Womanhood

By Sophie Gilbert

If you're interested in modern beauty standards, the social value of femininity, and the fetishization of mothers in American culture, Hulu's recent reality show The Secret Lives of Mormon Wives is a rich, chaotic product. I watched the entire series in a couple of days, gasping and Googling, shriveling inwardly every time I caught a glimpse of my haggard self in the mirror compared with these lustrous, bronzed, cosmetically enhanced women. The stars of the show are young wives and mothers in Utah who have become notable in a corner of the internet called MomTok; their online side hustles include performing 20-second group dances and lip-synching to clips from old movies, the financial success of which has helped them eclipse their husbands as earners. As an encapsulation of 21st-century womanhood, it's almost too on the nose: a discordant jumble of feminist ideals, branded domesticity, and lip filler.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear Therapist": I'm worried about my brother.
 	Don't cancel The Washington Post, Ellen Cushing argues. Cancel Amazon Prime.
 	Mitch McConnell's worst political miscalculation
 	Donald Trump's dog whistles are unmistakable.




Culture Break


Neon



Watch. The director of Anora (out now in some theaters) wants to wake his audience from the American dream, Shirley Li writes.

Heed this advice. Middle schoolers can be maddening, but they are also delightful, Russell Shaw writes. In this survival guide, he shares 10 practical tips for the parents of middle schoolers.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Heavy-Metal Tearjerker

Culture and entertainment musts from James Parker

by Stephanie Bai




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is James Parker, a staff writer who addresses readers' existential worries in his "Dear James" newsletter. He has also written about why TV is full of late-career Hollywood guys at restaurants, how Game Change foretold the current state of American politics, and whether Theo Von is the next Joe Rogan.

James is currently in the mood to rewatch Logan, a superhero movie that he calls "grungy, nasty, expertly done." He also enjoys attending local pro-wrestling events, reading any of John Sandford's tense thrillers, and tapping along to Kacey Musgraves's "Slow Burn."





The Culture Survey: James Parker

The last thing that made me cry: How many times can I watch Metallica: Some Kind of Monster, Joe Berlinger and Bruce Sinofsky's 2004 Metallica documentary, the Don't Look Back of heavy metal? We'll find out, I suppose. Anyway, I watched it again the other night (always at night, always alone), and James Hetfield's wobbly speech at San Quentin State Prison, before Metallica plays a set there--and the grateful, encouraging roar he gets from the gathered inmates--made me (as always) cry. "Everyone is born good, everyone's got the same-size soul, and we're here to connect with that," Hetfield tells his wary, hyper-attentive audience. "So we're very proud to be here in your house and play some music for you."

My favorite blockbuster: Right now I'm in a Logan mood. Does that count as a blockbuster? It's a superhero movie--an X-Men movie, to be precise, a Wolverine movie, to be even more precise. It's grungy, nasty, expertly done. Professor Xavier is demented, his telepathy warped, suffering grand mal seizures that frazzle the brain of anybody who happens to be nearby; Wolverine, always fascinating, is an alcoholic limo driver. [Related: Logan is a fitting farewell to Hugh Jackman's Wolverine.]

My favorite art movie: Wim Wenders's Wings of Desire. Berlin is full of angels, beautiful, ministering angels in long coats who float unseen among the people, loaded with compassion and consolation but made slightly forlorn by their own immateriality. The scene where Peter Falk, sensing the presence of an especially wistful angel, describes for him the pleasures of a hot cup of coffee in cold weather ... magic. (Here's an uneasy thought, though, prompted by my writing this: If I saw Wings of Desire now, for the first time, would I still be open to it? Or am I too old and coarsened and impatient and Netflix'd-out?)

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: At a local pro-wrestling event (Chaotic Wrestling: guaranteed entertainment!), I saw the amazing Cody Fluffman--a gorgeous, curvy presence amid all that wrestler's gristle, as light on his feet as a dancer--do his signature move. It's called the Steamroller: Having rendered his opponent prone in the ring, Fluffman then lies down and rolls his splendid bulk vertically over their body, from the toes upward, at a stately pace, making chuffing engine noises. [Related: A close encounter with wrestling's most authentic madman]

Best novel I've recently read: Anything by John Sandford. I love this guy. King of the airport thrillers, in my opinion; Holy Ghost is the one I'm halfway through right now. His plotting is very rambly and relaxed, but by a strange trick, he keeps the tension twanging, and his descriptions of landscapes, buildings, and weather are extraordinary--lucid and compact to the point of poetry, sometimes.

Best work of nonfiction: I'm really enjoying Dream-Child: A Life of Charles Lamb, by Eric G. Wilson. Lamb, a 19th-century London essayist whose BFF was Samuel Taylor Coleridge, was a wit and a weirdo, and he celebrated--as Wilson writes--"the transience, variety and crowdedness of metropolitan life, thus challenging his friend Wordsworth's nature worship." Sold! For 33 years, Lamb held down a day job as a clerk at the East India Company. "I always arrive late at the office," he wrote. "But I make up for it by leaving early."

A quiet song that I love: "Slow Burn," by Kacey Musgraves. I play the drums, and tapping along to this one inflates me emotionally in ways I dare not express.

A loud song that I love: "Rhino Ket," by Kneecap: Irish rappers enjoying their ketamine. Which I've never taken, but I appreciate a good ravey drug anthem. "I'm k-holed out my head, this shit puts rhinos to bed." Isn't that good? Puts rhinos not to sleep, but to bed. Nightlight on, door cracked open, see you in the morning. (And they're very good live, this lot.)

A poem, or line of poetry, that I return to: "Have a Nice Day," by Spike Milligan:

So the man who was drowning, drownded
 And the man with the disease passed away.
 But apart from that,
 And a fire in my flat,
 It's been a very nice day.






Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The most opinionated man in America
 	This influencer says you can't parent too gently.
 	Trump: "I need the kind of generals that Hitler had."




The Week Ahead

	Here, a drama film starring Tom Hanks about the families and couples who inhabit the same house over generations (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 2 of The Diplomat, a thriller series about a U.S. diplomat handling international crises and her marriage to a high-profile politician (streaming Thursday on Netflix)
 	Dangerous Fictions, a book by Lyta Gold about the influence of fictional stories and the moral panic they can induce (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Ben Hickey



Americans Are Hoarding Their Friends

By Faith Hill

Hypothetically, introducing friends from different social circles shouldn't be that hard. Two people you like--and who like you--probably have some things in common. If they like each other, you'll have done them a service by connecting them. And then you can all hang out together. Fun!
 Or, if you're like me, you've heard a little voice in your head whispering: not fun. What if you're sweet with one friend and sardonic with another, and you don't know who to be when you're all in the same room? Or what if they don't get along? Worst of all: What if they do--but better than they do with you?


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	Six political memoirs worth reading
 	The chronically online have stolen Halloween.
 	Welcome to the trolligarchy.
 	Why Randy Newman is least loved for his best work
 	"Dear James": The worst insult I ever heard as an opera singer
 	Michael Keaton's simple trick on SNL






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	"There's people that are absolutely ready to take on a civil war."
 	The Democrats' Hail Mary
 	Election officials are under siege.




Photo Album


Replicas of a woolly mammoth and a giant octopus are displayed at the 1893 Chicago World's Fair. (The Field Museum Library)



Check out these photos of the 1893 Chicago World's Fair, where visitors were introduced to new (and relatively new) products, including Cracker Jack, Juicy Fruit gum, and the Ferris wheel.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/10/a-heavy-metal-tearjerker/680411/?utm_source=feed
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Halloween Has Changed

We've strayed from the spirit of the holiday.

by Stephanie Bai




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


What's the scariest part of Halloween? Maybe it's how far we've strayed from the spirit of the holiday, a night meant to be celebrated with eager trick-or-treaters and over-the-top costumes. A recent gripe about the holiday comes from the writer Kate Lindsay, who notes that  "Halloween has been steadily succumbing to the chronically online for years now." More costumes target niche social-media-savvy audiences, meaning fewer people are experiencing the delight of seeing more traditional getups (think: a grown man dressed as a pumpkin, or a toddler version of the president).

Following the norms on Halloween may seem boring, but give them a chance, Kate argues. The spookiest day of the year is also a day of socialization and joy--one where people can gorge themselves on candy, watch a horror flick, or dress in whatever silly costumes they want, as long as they do it together.



On Halloween

The Chronically Online Have Stolen Halloween

By Kate Lindsay

Obscure meme costumes are sucking the joy from the holiday.

Read the article.

Big Candy Bars Have No Place on Halloween

By Ian Bogost

They ruin the "fun" of the fun-size treat.

Read the article.

Trick-or-Treating Isn't What It Used to Be

By Julie Beck

Instead of going door-to-door on Halloween night, many parents are taking their kids elsewhere to get candy.

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	The Halloween scare that won't go away: For 40 years, Joel Best has tried to debunk the unfounded fear that bad actors might tamper with children's trick-or-treat stashes, Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote in 2022.
 	What to do with that rotting pumpkin corpse: Millions end up rotting in landfills. But Halloween's leftover pumpkins don't have to go to waste, Linda Poon and CityLab wrote in 2019.




Other Diversions

	This influencer says you can't parent too gently.
 	Americans are hoarding their friends.
 	Six political memoirs worth reading




P.S.


Courtesy of Cynthia Case



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "A few years ago I was stealthily photographing birds at a local park while sitting in my car," Cynthia Case, 68, from Laguna Woods, California, writes. "The day had turned misty and cold, and just as I was preparing to leave, this bobcat appeared out of nowhere."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel Fattal




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/10/spirit-of-halloween-online-memes/680417/?utm_source=feed
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Harris's Best Closing Argument Isn't Coming From Her

At her recent rally in Atlanta, the vice president's warm-up acts were her best messengers.

by John Hendrickson




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Samuel L. Jackson strutted out onstage at James R. Hallford Stadium outside Atlanta last night and attempted to lend Kamala Harris some of his lifelong cool: "We've heard her favorite curse word is a favorite of mine too!" (Sadly, he restrained himself from saying it--of course you know what it is.)

Harris's team had curated a star-heavy bill, including Spike Lee, Tyler Perry, Bruce Springsteen, and Barack Obama. Thousands of potential voters had come out in support of Harris, but in the end, the evening felt more like an anti-Trump rally. And although Harris was the headliner, she seemed more like a role-player in an ensemble.

A New York Times/Siena College poll released this morning has Donald Trump and Harris dead-even for the popular vote, at 48 to 48. Up close, when you experience them in a live setting, the two campaigns couldn't be more different. Trump rallies remain dark, campy spectacles: a little Lee Greenwood, some Village People, then a bunch of dystopian hyperbole and chaotic tangents from an aspiring authoritarian. It's the same show in a different city, night after night, always with cultlike devotion from the MAGA faithful. Democrats, by contrast, keep trying to rekindle that singular Obama essence from 16 years ago, with intermittent success. Harris has found her rallying cry with "We're not going back!" and she often talks about the future. But the core product being offered by her team might best be described as nostalgia for the pre-Trump era.

You could hear it in the soundtrack last night: Earth, Wind & Fire's "September," Marvin Gaye's "Got to Give It Up," Stevie Wonder's "Sir Duke," plus some Outkast for the local Georgia crowd. It all amounted to a balmy, tranquil evening that unfolded as the sun went down--but it wasn't fiery. In place of apparel with aggressive slogans, I passed a guy in a shirt that said #PledgeEquality, and another guy in a hat that said, simply, Vibes. I saw people making hearts with their hands and snapping in approval during certain speeches (as opposed to the cadre of Trump supporters hurling middle fingers during his rallies). Springsteen played three songs on acoustic guitar, including a Bob Dylan-esque version of his synth-pop hit "Dancing in the Dark." All of this was inoffensive--like Jackson refusing to say "motherfucker." On the one hand, you could say this pivot to "normalcy" is a calculated rejection of Trumpian bombast and bluster, and that's why, in theory, it should work. On the other hand, it was a little boring.

I was shocked to see some attendees begin to filter out several minutes into Harris's speech. She touched on the big themes of her campaign--protecting Americans' rights and individual freedom--but she also perhaps spent a bit too much time discussing plans and policies. To be sure, this may have come in response to critics who have said her campaign is short on substance and specifics. Or maybe it was an act of caution. But the reality is that people pack into a football stadium because they want to roar, not necessarily to hear proposals.

Harris had the unenviable task of following Obama, one of the most gifted political orators alive. With his sleeves rolled up--no tie, no jacket--he was as comfortable and engaging as ever. But he also seemed pissed. As I observed in Pennsylvania recently, he has zeroed in on attacking Trump, whose potential reelection would be a rebuke of all that Obamaism stands for: optimism, and a steadfast belief in the American dream. (It was also striking to witness how much Obama has influenced the generation of Democratic leaders below him; in his remarks, Jon Ossoff, the 37-year-old Georgia senator, mimicked Obama's inflection, his faraway stare, his knowing half-smile, and his call-and-response method.)

But the most effective speaker of the night, and possibly of the entire Harris campaign so far, was the entertainment mogul Tyler Perry. He connected with the crowd by telling his life story with raw, concrete anecdotes: hiding from his landlord, sleeping in his car or in an extended-stay hotel, dealing with repo men. He spoke of his personal journey of learning the truth about Trump the charlatan, Trump the racist. He carved a clear arc that ended with what a Harris presidency would mean to others like him. He also delivered the line of the year: "It was so important for me to stand with a candidate who understands that we, as America--we are a quilt. And I could never stand with a candidate who wants America to be a sheet." Perry's speech sounded like none other I've heard over the past two years of campaign-trail events, and that's why it hit.

Tonight, Harris will host another large-scale rally, this time in Houston, where she'll be joined by a native Houstonian and one of the biggest stars on the planet: Beyonce. Tomorrow, Harris will head to Michigan and campaign with one of her party's most popular figures, former First Lady Michelle Obama. Harris may be leaving some of the most memorable and compelling closing arguments to her surrogates, and that may not matter to many voters. In the end, though, overly cautious campaigning doesn't necessarily inspire confidence among those who are undecided. Harris's messaging against Donald Trump has merit, but the ideas that penetrate deepest are those that strike at one's personal core--such as the stories that Perry told last night. With 11 days left, it's unclear whether Harris feels comfortable enough to go down that path.

Related:

	"There's people that are absolutely ready to take on a civil war."
 	This election is no West Wing reunion.






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Democrats' Hail Mary
 	"Stop counting votes, or we're going to murder your children."
 	The most opinionated man in America
 	Trump is being very honest about one thing.




Today's News

	Hackers associated with the Chinese government targeted the phone data of Donald Trump, Senator J. D. Vance, and senior Biden-administration officials, according to CNN.
 	For the first time since the 1980s, the Washington Post editorial board will not endorse a presidential candidate and will stop endorsing candidates in future elections, per a decision made by the newspaper's owner, Jeff Bezos.
 	President Joe Biden formally apologized for the "sin" of government-run boarding schools that forcibly removed many Native American children from their homes.






Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Political autobiographies are usually dreck, but some rise above their genre, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: Matteo Wong writes about The Atlantic's recent story on the schools without ChatGPT plagiarism.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



Election Anxiety Is Telling You Something

By Shayla Love

Type election anxiety into Google, and you'll find dozens of articles instructing you to focus on aspects of life outside of politics, to spend less time watching the news, or to use relaxation techniques such as breathing exercises to subdue the negative feelings.
 But there's another way to think about election stress: A big event should prompt big feelings.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The death of American exceptionalism
 	"Okay, I will join the Marines."
 	Taiwan has a Trump problem.




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Hickey



Learn to share. Americans are hoarding their friends--and the practice may be making people feel more lonely, Faith Hill writes.

Explore. These farmers are subletting their fields to become much-needed wetlands for birds, Natalia Mesa writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Schools Without ChatGPT Plagiarism

A robust honor code--and abundant institutional resources--can make a difference.

by Matteo Wong




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Among the most tangible and immediate effects of the generative-AI boom has been a total upending of English classes. On November 30, 2022, the release of ChatGPT offered a tool that could write at least reasonably well for students--and by all accounts, the plagiarism began the next day and hasn't stopped since.

But there are at least two American colleges that ChatGPT hasn't ruined, according to a new article for The Atlantic by Tyler Austin Harper: Haverford College (Harper's alma mater) and nearby Bryn Mawr. Both are small, private liberal-arts colleges governed by the honor code--students are trusted to take unproctored exams or even bring tests home. At Haverford, none of the dozens of students Harper spoke with "thought AI cheating was a substantial problem at the school," he wrote. "These interviews were so repetitive, they almost became boring."

Both Haverford and Bryn Mawr are relatively wealthy and small, meaning students have access to office hours, therapists, a writing center, and other resources when they struggle with writing--not the case for, say, students at many state universities or parents squeezing in online classes between work shifts. Even so, money can't substitute for culture: A spike in cheating recently led Stanford to end a century of unproctored exams, for instance. "The decisive factor" for schools in the age of ChatGPT "seems to be whether a university's honor code is deeply woven into the fabric of campus life," Harper writes, "or is little more than a policy slapped on a website."




Illustration by Jackie Carlise



ChatGPT Doesn't Have to Ruin College

By Tyler Austin Harper

Two of them were sprawled out on a long concrete bench in front of the main Haverford College library, one scribbling in a battered spiral-ring notebook, the other making annotations in the white margins of a novel. Three more sat on the ground beneath them, crisscross-applesauce, chatting about classes. A little hip, a little nerdy, a little tattooed; unmistakably English majors. The scene had the trappings of a campus-movie set piece: blue skies, green greens, kids both working and not working, at once anxious and carefree.
 I said I was sorry to interrupt them, and they were kind enough to pretend that I hadn't. I explained that I'm a writer, interested in how artificial intelligence is affecting higher education, particularly the humanities. When I asked whether they felt that ChatGPT-assisted cheating was common on campus, they looked at me like I had three heads. "I'm an English major," one told me. "I want to write." Another added: "Chat doesn't write well anyway. It sucks." A third chimed in, "What's the point of being an English major if you don't want to write?" They all murmured in agreement.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	AI cheating is getting worse: "At the start of the third year of AI college, the problem seems as intractable as ever," Ian Bogost wrote in August.
 	A chatbot is secretly doing my job: "Does it matter that I, a professional writer and editor, now secretly have a robot doing part of my job?" Ryan Bradley asks.




P.S.

With Halloween less than a week away, you may be noticing some startlingly girthy pumpkins. In fact, giant pumpkins have been getting more gargantuan for years--the largest ever, named Michael Jordan, set the world record for heaviest pumpkin in 2023, at 2,749 pounds. Nobody knows what the upper limit is, my colleague Yasmin Tayag reports in a delightful article this week.

-- Matteo
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The Least-Loved Type of Memoir

Political autobiographies are usually dreck, but some rise above their genre.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here. 

The goal of writing a memoir is to excavate one's essential humanity, then share it with readers ... except when it's not, of course, which is often. Many--maybe most!--memoirs are published not as a means of artistic expression but instead to sell something, boost the author's profile, capitalize on 15 minutes of fame, or win over public opinion. This is especially true of those written by famous people, and possibly most applicable to one subgenre: the politician's book.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Why Randy Newman is least loved for his best work
 	Michel Houellebecq has some fresh predictions. Be afraid.
 	The domestic thriller that shatters Chilean myths
 	A dissident is built different


Every election season, as Franklin Foer noted this week, readers are inundated with a glut of titles that are, as a rule, "devoid of psychological insights and bereft of telling moments ... They are, really, a pretext for an aspirant's book tour and perhaps an appearance on The View--in essence, a campaign advertisement squeezed between two covers." As a result, candidates running for major office usually have a book or two under their belt. Less than two weeks from this year's presidential contest, voters are probably not best served by reading Kamala Harris's 2019 memoir, The Truths We Hold, or any of Donald Trump's many books (including his most influential, The Art of the Deal, whose ghostwriter, Tony Schwartz, has been publicly atoning for his role in Trump's rise since his first presidential campaign). J. D. Vance's best-selling Hillbilly Elegy might display a bit more literary ambition than either of those titles, but the man depicted in that 2016 book is a far cry from who Vance is in 2024. The same year he published his memoir, Vance called Trump "cultural heroin" in The Atlantic; since winning his endorsement for Senate in 2022, he has gone all in on the former president, adopting his positions and rhetoric as his own.

Still, power and politics are classic, compelling fodder for literature. And even though most election-season "quickies" lack merit, some memoirs by campaigners, activists, aides, and presidents are genuinely worthwhile, Foer writes. Michael Ignatieff's Fire and Ashes recounts his brief career as a rising star in Canada's Liberal Party--and the experience of crashing down to earth; Betty Friedan is "charmingly self-aware" in her memoir, Life So Far, while also exposing her "stubborn obstreperousness and an unstinting faith in her own righteousness"; Gore Vidal's "magnificently malicious memoir" Palimpsest is, in part, a description of just how much Vidal lacked the right qualities for office. (One major disqualification: "He lived to feud.") The six books on Foer's list are distant from the present moment, but each is clear-eyed about the forces involved in a momentous election. One of them might be the right companion for you in the days until we have a new president-elect. I'm especially drawn to Ferdinand Mount's Cold Cream. According to Foer, it touches on politics only for a moment, but that slice is both caustic and delightful.




Six Political Memoirs Worth Reading

By Franklin Foer

Hackish campaign memoirs shouldn't indict the entire genre--there are truly excellent books written about power from the inside.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Still Life With Oysters and Lemon: On Objects and Intimacy, by Mark Doty

For Doty, a poet, attention is a form of secular faith: "A faith that if we look and look we will be surprised and we will be rewarded," he explains, "a faith in the capacity of the object to carry meaning, to serve as a vessel." In his 2001 memoir, Doty's gaze lingers on great paintings and ordinary household objects alike. On a visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Doty stands reverentially before a Dutch still life, where a lemon is rendered in luminous detail: "that lovely, perishable, ordinary thing, held to scrutiny's light." Then there's the half-carved violin decorating the home he shared with his partner, Wally, "like music emerging out of silence, or sculpture coming out of stone." These object memories are tinged with loss: Wally spent the last years of his life in their home, dying from AIDS. But Doty's memoir reminds us that the death of a loved one doesn't extinguish the beauty and joy of the world. "Not that grief vanishes--far from it," he writes, but "it begins in time to coexist with pleasure." Close observations can be a source of intimacy and contemplation: They are "the best gestures we can make in the face of death."

From our list: Six books that will jolt your senses awake





Out Next Week

? Dangerous Fictions, by Lyta Gold

? This Motherless Land, by Nikki May


? Every Valley: The Desperate Lives and Troubled Times That Made Handel's Messiah, by Charles King




Your Weekend Read


Millennium Images / Gallery Stock



Why People Itch, and How to Stop It

By Annie Lowrey

During the day, I pace. Overnight, when the itching intensifies, I balance frozen bags of corn on my legs or dunk myself in a cold bath. I apply menthol, whose cold-tingle overrides the hot-tingle for a while. I jerk my hair or pinch myself with the edges of my nails or dig a diabetic lancet into my stomach. And I scratch.

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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Elon Musk Is a New Kind of Political Donor

His zealous efforts to help Donald Trump get elected could shape the race.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Over the past three months, Elon Musk has mobilized his many resources--his exceptional wealth, far-reaching online platform, and time--for a cause that could have profound effects on his personal fortune and American society: electing Donald Trump.

Musk is going all in: In addition to donating $75 million to America PAC, a group he founded that backs Trump, he has also temporarily relocated to the all-important swing state of Pennsylvania to effectively run Trump's get-out-the-vote strategy from a war room he set up in Pittsburgh. He has stumped on the trail, hosting a Trump town hall in the auditorium of a Pennsylvania high school last week and telling locals to go "hog wild" on voter registration. And, in his latest stunt, he has offered $1 million a day to registered voters in swing states who sign an America PAC petition backing the First and Second Amendments--a move that the Justice Department reportedly said might be breaking election laws. His efforts may prove consequential: As my colleague Franklin Foer wrote this past weekend, "If Trump wins, it will likely be by a narrow margin that can be attributed to turnout. Musk can tout himself as the single variable of success."

Musk is far from the only major donor in this race. Bill Gates has reportedly given $50 million to Vice President Kamala Harris's campaign, and various billionaires publicly support Harris or Trump. What distinguishes Musk though, beyond his on-the-ground efforts, is his ownership of X. He can spread information (and disinformation) with ease, and stifle views he doesn't like, Sophia Rosenfeld, a historian at the University of Pennsylvania, told me in an email. Media owners have always been influential in American politics (Rupert Murdoch, for example, played a prominent role in past elections through his leadership of Fox News). But Rosenfeld noted that Musk's particular combination of wealth and media control is "unprecedented."

Musk's audience is massive on X: His posts, many of which have amplified false and inflammatory rhetoric, get billions of views. Over the weekend he boosted the baseless claim that Michigan had more registered voters than eligible citizens. After Michigan Secretary of State Jocelyn Benson said that wasn't true--and that Musk was spreading "dangerous disinformation"--Musk doubled down and accused her of lying to the public. This disinformation had a swift real-world impact: Benson told CBS that her team received harassing messages and threats after Musk's post. Such rhetoric has the potential to warp how much voters trust election processes. Musk's America PAC has also been urging people to report examples of "voter fraud" through what it calls the Election Integrity Community on X. Though such fraud remains exceptionally rare, his efforts could further sow distrust in election integrity and lay the groundwork for future claims of a stolen race. (America PAC did not immediately respond to my request for comment.) So prominent is Musk's role in the MAGA movement that Minnesota Governor Tim Walz joked archly at a recent rally: "I'm going to talk about [Trump's] running mate .... Elon Musk."

Musk wasn't always aligned, at least in public, with such zealotry. He reportedly said that Trump was a "stone-cold loser" in 2020, and he supported Barack Obama in 2008 and 2012. Still, as my colleague Charlie Warzel told me last month, Musk's feelings of being aggrieved and attacked escalated when he faced pushback from liberals after his Twitter takeover; soon after, he began using X as a megaphone for MAGA. And, though his Trump endorsement seemed out of step with his long-standing image as a climate innovator, it is consistent with his rightward drift: Over the past few years, he has reportedly been quietly donating to Republican causes and candidates, including giving $10 million to Florida Governor Ron DeSantis last year for his ill-fated primary run.

The wealthy have long played an outsize role in politics--but Musk, as he so often does, is venturing to new extremes. If Trump wins, Musk's gamble may pay off handsomely: In addition to a promised role in Trump's government, he is poised to receive epic government contracts for his companies. But even if Trump doesn't win, Musk could set a precedent for uber-rich donors getting more directly involved with political campaigns; that could intensify the "oligarchic side of modern American democracy," Rosenfeld warned. Though Musk's hands-on, incendiary campaigning methods are chaotic--and possibly illegal--his efforts during this election may pioneer a model for other megadonors looking to reshape a race.

Related:

	What Elon Musk really wants
 	Elon Musk has reached a new low.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	If Trump loses, will his supporters believe it?
 	Are you a Platonist or an Aristotelian?
 	Michel Houellebecq has some fresh predictions. Be afraid.




Today's News

	Secretary of State Antony Blinken said that U.S. and Israeli negotiators will travel to Qatar in the coming days for Gaza cease-fire talks.
 	Former President Barack Obama joined Kamala Harris at a rally in Atlanta tonight.
 	A Los Angeles prosecutor is recommending the resentencing of Erik and Lyle Menendez, who were convicted in 1996 for the murder of their parents, after new evidence surfaced suggesting that their father sexually abused them.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Cheap solar panels are changing the world, Zoe Schlanger writes.
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: The myths that fueled marijuana's criminalization have deep roots, Malcolm Ferguson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Ratpocalypse Now

By Annie Lowrey

Has any man in history talked about "how much he hates rats" more than New York City Mayor Eric Adams? Adams himself posed that question at the city's inaugural National Urban Rat Summit last month. "Let's figure out how we unify against public enemy number one: Mickey and his crew."
 Mickey is, canonically, a mouse. But Adams's campaign against the city's endemic brown-rat population might be the most effective and highest-profile initiative of his scandal-ridden mayoralty.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The swing states are in good hands, Paul Rosenzweig argues.
 	The dilemma at the heart of McDonald's E. Coli outbreak
 	America's strangest tourist destination




Culture Break


AA Film / Moviestore / Columbia / AF Archive / Allstar / Alamy; Adam Maida / The Atlantic



Watch. Settle in with one of these 26 movies that critics were wrong about.

Read. These seven true stories read like thrillers.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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America's Shifting Attitudes Toward Marijuana

The myths that fueled the drug's criminalization have deep roots.

by Malcolm Ferguson




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present, surface delightful treasures, and examine the American idea.

The earliest mention of marijuana I could find in The Atlantic's pages was from "I Like Bad Boys," an immersive essay from November 1939 in which J. M. Braude profiles working-class adolescents caught up in the Chicago Boys' Court system. Braude describes the drug as a "popular demoralizing agent to young people today" that was "originally ... smoked by Mexicans, Spaniards, and more recently, by Negroes." He quickly falls into the reefer-madness discourse, describing marijuana as inducing a bacchanalian state in which "the user succumbs to wild desires, and so aroused becomes his imagination that he commits crimes with the ecstasy of a sadist."

Braude's rhetoric sounds like it was ripped straight from an anti-marijuana PSA. It wasn't until decades later that The Atlantic began to incorporate a broader range of reporting on marijuana, publishing writers such as Robert Coles, who posited in 1972 that weed could actually "offer a pleasant and satisfying experience," and Jeremy Larner, whose 1965 story on drug culture at American colleges took a more open-minded attitude toward cannabis. Although Larner was concerned that marijuana could be a gateway drug, he also noted that the effects of marijuana pale in comparison with those of alcohol--"the country's five million alcoholics suffer from cirrhosis, nervous diseases, and even brain damage"--and cigarettes, which have addictive properties and cause lung cancer.

The Beat poet Allen Ginsberg's 1966 manifesto, "The Great Marijuana Hoax," offers what I believe is the first testimony in The Atlantic about what getting high actually feels like. Ginsberg describes how marijuana allowed him to release his mind from the unsatisfying burdens of daily life and focus on art, music, and writing. "I have spent about as many hours high as I have spent in movie theaters--sometimes three hours a week, sometimes twelve or twenty or more, as at a film festival--with about the same degree of alteration of my normal awareness," he writes.

The essay also spends ample time attacking the prevailing myths that surround marijuana discourse, arguing that cannabis is not a proven gateway drug to harder narcotics, and that its criminalization is actually what leads to anxiety among smokers. There's no way to have a relaxing high when you know that the very act can land you in a cell, Ginsberg argues, ascribing the country's strict anti-marijuana laws in part to Harry J. Anslinger, the commissioner of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics from 1930 to 1962 and an early War on Drugs supporter, who once said, "You smoke a joint and you're likely to kill your brother."

I may disagree with Ginsberg's theory on marijuana-induced anxiety (weed just isn't for everyone!), but I consider this essay a touchstone in The Atlantic's weed reporting--one that helped set the stage for Eric Schlosser's 1994 story "Reefer Madness" and his 1997 follow-up, "More Reefer Madness," in which he took on familiar foes (namely Anslinger). The legal response to marijuana use--jailings, surveillance, fearmongering--overwhelmingly exceeds the negative impact the drug has on its users and their communities, Schlosser argues. In his 1994 essay, he plainly asks: "How does a society come to punish a person more harshly for selling marijuana than for killing someone with a gun?"

Though Ginsberg and Schlosser raise necessary questions about marijuana and the legal system (such as why California's three-strikes law imprisoned twice as many people for marijuana offenses as for murder, rape, and kidnapping combined), neither of them truly contend with the extent to which the issue has been racialized. Marijuana was heavily associated during the Anslinger era with Blackness and urbanity, two traits that were already targeted in America. Ginsberg writes that the "use of marijuana has always been widespread among the Negro population in this country" and that the criminalization of the drug "has been a major unconscious, or unmentionable, method of assault on negro Person." But he fails to address why certain communities--Black people, Latinos, and radical leftists, particularly young men--were disproportionately targeted by anti-marijuana laws. Studies show that marijuana use has been similar across racial lines for years, yet Black Americans have been arrested at a four-to-one rate compared with white Americans. Dishonest leaders likely cared less about stopping people from reaching stoned enlightenment than about policing and controlling populations they viewed as volatile and unruly.

Weed has become much more socially acceptable over the past 50 years. It's legal in 24 states, more Americans are using it, and past presidents have pardoned or commuted the sentences of some prisoners convicted of marijuana charges. While 20th-century coverage usually focused on the draconian policing of the drug, today's discourse tends to be more concerned with the gaps exposed by full recreational access. Recent articles in The Atlantic reflect shifting attitudes toward the drug: Annie Lowrey's "America's Invisible Pot Addicts," Olga Khazan's "The Misplaced Optimism in Legal Pot," and my own story on the strength of marijuana agree that cannabis should be legal--but they also remain wary of the potential side effects of normalizing weed use without adequate oversight.
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        Photos: The Spirit of Halloween 2024

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 30, 2024

            	22 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Over the past several weeks, people around the world have been celebrating the season of Halloween--dressing up, taking part in parades and festivals, hosting parties, and braving trips through haunted houses (and at least one haunted car wash). Collected below are photos that capture some of these scary (and fun) pre-Halloween festivities in Wales, Japan, India, Romania, Spain, Ireland, Thailand, the United States, and elsewhere.
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                [image: Silhouette of a person wearing horns]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A woman wearing a costume is silhouetted against the sunset sky at the West Side Hallo Fest, a Halloween festival in Bucharest, Romania, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog, with its tongue hanging out, sits in the collar of a costume made of a human-size dress shirt, tie, and jacket, with a sticker on the lapel reading "Hello, my name is Bob."]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People and their costumed dogs participate in the 34th annual Tompkins Square Halloween Dog Parade on October 19, 2024, in New York City.
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                [image: A person sits inside a giant hollowed-out floating pumpkin, rowing with a paddle in a race.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Competitors paddle in giant hollowed-out pumpkins at the yearly pumpkin regatta in Kasterlee, Belgium, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A scary witch decoration with glowing eyes stands outside a house.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Halloween decorations are seen outside of a house in the Buena Vista neighborhood of San Francisco, California, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: A small dog wears a Halloween costume shaped like the Pixar movie character WALL-E.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A dog in a Halloween costume participates in the Sunnyvale Pet Parade contest in Sunnyvale, California, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: Two people wear giant cat-head masks while taking part in a parade.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Participants walk through the street during Bakeneko Parade (Cat Halloween Parade) as part of Kagurazaka Bakeneko Festival on October 13, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A surfer in a Homer Simpson mask catches a wave.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A surfer in a Homer Simpson mask catches a wave on a foggy morning at Newport Beach, California, on October 26, 2024, continuing an annual tradition of surfing in costumes here on the last Saturday before Halloween.
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                [image: A person photographs a tall tree that has been decorated with long lines of green lights.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Light installations are displayed during a media preview of a new Halloween light trail in Kew Gardens, in London, England, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: Actors made up like zombies perform for passengers on a train.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Actors perform for passengers during a "Zombie Shinkansen" event on a bullet train from Tokyo to Osaka, ahead of Halloween, on October 19, 2024.
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                [image: A man dressed as the movie character Chucky is seen in a city square.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man dressed as the movie character Chucky is seen in Sol Square ahead of Halloween celebrations in Madrid, Spain.
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                [image: Meerkats investigate a carved pumpkin in a zoo enclosure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Meerkats investigate a Jack O'Lantern at Five Sisters Zoo ahead of Halloween, on October 24, 2024, in West Calder, Scotland.
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                [image: Two people dressed as scary clowns menace a car as it passes through a car wash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jake Salha, center, and Tez Williams, left, dress as clowns and try to scare customers during the Haunted Car Wash at Mr. Spotless in Detroit, Michigan, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: Performers in costumes parade on stilts through a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Performers with the performance group Macnas dance during the Halloween parade "Alf's Journey," inspired by climate change and habitat loss, in Galway, Ireland, on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A person holds up a lantern, ducking slightly, in a dark space.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Vanessa Kramer uses a lantern to watch for low overhanging pipes as she makes her way through a tunnel during a tour of underground passages in Portland, Oregon, on October 17, 2024.
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                [image: People stand near a giant illuminated jack-o'-lantern figure.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant Halloween pumpkin is seen during the pumpkin festival at the Parque Fundidora ahead of the Halloween celebration in Monterrey, Nuevo Leon State, Mexico, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: Four people in traditional costumes, with masks made of sticks and straw, stand in front of the Palace of Westminster, in London.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People dressed in traditional Celtic costumes walk through central London on October 29, 2024, as part of a campaign by Tourism Ireland, highlighting Halloween's ancient-Irish origins, originally celebrated as Samhain.
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                [image: A person wearing a full-head fox mask carries a lantern in a wooded area.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lisa Kalianova, a Ukrainian refugee, along with her sister Kate Kalianova, embrace the Halloween spirit in the woods in Swansea, Wales, on October 29, 2024. For Slavic cultures, Halloween aligns with the ancient celebration of Veles Night, a pre-Christian tradition honoring departed loved ones. The night involves jumping over bonfires and lighting candles to guide wandering souls home.
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                [image: People in costume parade through a street while carrying a large, frightening dragon puppet.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Newquay Zombie Crawl passes local shops in Newquay, Cornwall, England, on October 26, 2024. The annual Halloween-themed event attracts hundreds of revelers to the walk and its supporting events.
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                [image: A person dressed in a ghostly costume poses inside a bus.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person dressed in a ghostly costume poses inside a public bus during a contest ahead of the Halloween celebration in Kolkata, India, on October 28, 2024.
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                [image: Two people in costume, wearing full-head masks of a police siren and a video camera, walk along a red carpet, past a crowd.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Costumed participants, dressed as characters from a Japanese campaign to combat movie piracy, walk through a street during the parade as part of the Ikebukuro Halloween Cosplay Festival 2024, on October 26, 2024, in Tokyo, Japan.
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                [image: A frightening octopus installation made up of many carved pumpkins]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A frightening octopus installation, part of many displays made of thousands of hand-carved pumpkins, designed and carved by volunteers and local artists at the historic Van Cortlandt Manor for the annual Great Jack O'Lantern Blaze in Hudson Valley, New York, on September 30, 2024
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                [image: A girl in Halloween makeup and costume poses amid spooky decorations.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A girl wearing a Thai dress and Halloween makeup poses amid decorations at Makkasan Train Factory, in Bangkok, Thailand, on October 29, 2024.
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        Giant Mythological Puppets Stage a Show in Toulouse

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 28, 2024

            	18 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Over the past three days, the streets of Toulouse, France, hosted an urban opera titled The Guardian of the Temple--The Gates of Darkness, in which three massive robotic puppets of mythological creatures--Lilith the scorpion woman, Asterion the Minotaur, and Ariane the spider--performed in several locations around the city. The show, put on by the French street-theater company La Machine, was directed by Francois Delaroziere.
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                [image: A giant mechanical puppet of a mythical human-scorpion creature moves through a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The human-scorpion creature Lilith, the guardian of darkness, parades during a major street show by the French company La Machine, in Toulouse, France, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A giant mechanical puppet of a Minotaur holds a torch while moving through a street at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asterion, the giant Minotaur, reignites his torch while parading through the streets of Toulouse.
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                [image: Several puppeteers ride on a giant mechanical spider puppet as it moves across a bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The spider Ariane wanders through the old city of Toulouse on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: Two giant mechanical puppets of mythological creatures move down a tree-lined street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith and Asterion gather together in the streets of Toulouse.
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                [image: A giant scorpion-human puppet is seen in silhouette on a bridge.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith stands on the Pont-Neuf bridge in Toulouse on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A giant mechanical Minotaur puppet stands in a city street at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators look up at Asterion during the street show The Guardian of the Temple--The Gates of Darkness on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A giant puppet of a mythological creature reaches out its hand toward spectators, watching from an upper-story balcony.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith interacts with spectators in the streets of Toulouse.
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                [image: Spectators watch as two giant puppets interact in front of a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch Lilith interact with Ariane on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A closer view of the head of a large puppet depicting a horned mythological being.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A closer view of the head of Lilith, the guardian of darkness, on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: Spectators watch as a giant Minotaur puppet moves down a street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as Asterion walks through Toulouse on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A person plays a violin in an upper-story balcony as a giant Minotaur puppet outside breathes steam out of its nostrils.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A musician plays a violin in front of Asterion on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd moves ahead of a giant human-scorpion puppet in a narrow street.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crowd moves ahead of Lilith in the streets of Toulouse.
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                [image: Two giant puppets interact alongside buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asterion and Lilith interact with each other.
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                [image: Spectators watch as a giant puppet breathes fire.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as Lilith breathes fire on October 27, 2024.
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                [image: A giant Minotaur puppet holds up a lit torch.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Asterion holds his torch up during the performance in Toulouse.
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                [image: A giant puppet sprays water from its mouth onto a crowd below.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith interacts with spectators in the streets of Toulouse on October 26, 2024.
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                [image: Two giant mechanical puppets meet on a city bridge at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spectators watch as Lilith encounters Ariane on a bridge in Toulouse.
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                [image: A crowd gathers beneath a huge puppet of a human-scorpion creature.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Lilith wanders through the old city of Toulouse on October 26, 2024.
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        Photos of the Week: Centaur Skeleton, Sheep Spiral, Resting Raccoon

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 26, 2024
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            Flooding in the Moroccan desert, a volcanic eruption in Mexico, an illuminated abbey in England, a space-shuttle mock-up in California, a snacking bear in Scotland, a giant pigeon in New York City, and much more.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A camel yawns, the sun visible in the background, through its open mouth.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A camel yawns at sunset in the desert of Pushkar, located in the Indian state of Rajasthan, on October 19, 2024.
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                [image: A pigeon flies past a 16-foot-tall pigeon sculpture.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A pigeon flies past a 16-foot-tall pigeon sculpture titled "Dinosaur," by the artist Ivan Argote, in New York City, on October 18, 2024.
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                [image: A rigger installs a giant inflatable monster atop a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rigger installs the Wailor Swift inflatable monster, designed by Filthy Luker and Pedro Estrellas and commissioned by Manchester City Center Business Improvement District, at New Century at NOMA, as part of Manchester's annual Halloween in the City celebrations, on October 23, 2024.
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                [image: A performer wears ornamental skull makeup on their face.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Day of the Dead performer is seen in the Paddock during previews ahead of the F1 Grand Prix of Mexico, at Autodromo Hermanos Rodriguez, on October 24, 2024, in Mexico City, Mexico.
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                [image: A bear in a zoo enclosure investigates a carved pumpkin.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Baloo, an Asiatic black bear, investigates a pumpkin at Five Sisters Zoo ahead of Halloween on October 24, 2024, in West Calder, Scotland.
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                [image: A man walks along a lake beneath autumn-colored leaves on overhanging branches.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks along Lake Baldeney beneath autumn-colored leaves, in Essen, Germany, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: An autumn leaf is suspended in air by a strand of a spider's web.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An autumn leaf is suspended in air by a strand of a spider's web, under a tree in Nightingale Park, in Wilrijk, Belgium, on October 22, 2024.
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                [image: A coast-guard rescue helicopter raises a winch paramedic during a training exercise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A coast-guard rescue helicopter raises a winch paramedic during a training exercise in Portland, England, on October 25, 2024.
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                [image: A crowd watches as movers transport pieces of a full-scale mock-up of a space shuttle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A crowd watches as movers transport pieces of the Space Shuttle Inspiration, a full-scale mock-up of a space shuttle, along Bellflower Blvd. from a Downey Parks and Recreation storage yard for restoration and eventual display at the Columbia Memorial Space Center, on October 17, 2024, in Downey, California.
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                [image: A motorcycle racer flips over his handlebars during a crash.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Joel Esteban of Spain crashes during Moto3 practice ahead of the MotoGP Of Australia at Phillip Island Grand Prix Circuit on October 19, 2024, in Phillip Island, Australia.
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                [image: Four people ride zip lines toward a large waterfall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Horseshoe Falls, part of Niagara Falls, is seen as people ride a zip line in Ontario, Canada, on October 21, 2024.
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                [image: A water strider causes small ripples in a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A water strider causes ripples in a lake at Gardens by the Bay, in Singapore, on October 21, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a flock of sheep forming a spiral shape]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial photograph taken on October 19, 2024, white and black sheep are seen merging during the autumn "redyk," a centuries-old highlander tradition marking the end of the grazing season, in the village of Kluszkowce, Lesser Poland region.
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                [image: A cormorant gets a running start to take off from calm waters at sunrise.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A cormorant gets a running start to take off from the calm waters of Northeast Harbor, Maine, at sunrise, on October 21, 2024.
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                [image: The ruins of an old abbey are lit up in blue, seen at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                English Heritage lights up the ruins of the iconic Whitby Abbey, in North Yorkshire, for Illuminated Abbey, on October 23, 2024, in Whitby, England.
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                [image: Farmers burn stubble in a rice field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Farmers burn stubble in a rice field at a village in Karnal, in the northern state of Haryana, India, on October 21, 2024.
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                [image: A man walks, with an erupting volcano seen in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man walks on a pedestrian bridge as the Popocatepetl volcano releases a plume of gas and ash, as seen from the town of San Juan Totolac, in Tlaxcala, Mexico, on October 23, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                J Guadalupe Perez / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A war monument showing a figure made of varying chunks of metal]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of the "Bloody Bomb Monument" erected in the square of the village of Seddulbahir, Turkey, on October 22, 2024. The statue was made with war materials that emerged during excavation and restoration works of the Seddulbahir Castle, on the Historical Gallipoli Peninsula.
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                [image: A bomb dropped by an Israeli war plane falls toward a building.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bomb dropped by an Israeli war plane approaches a building in Beirut's southern suburb of Shayah on October 22, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and Hezbollah.
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                [image: A large crowd of people jostle and reach out for food alongside a bakery.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man prepares to toss a bag of bread to another person, as people crowd while queueing for bread outside a bakery in Khan Younis, in the southern Gaza Strip, on October 23, 2024, amidst a flour shortage during the ongoing war in the Palestinian territory between Israel and Hamas.
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                [image: An aerial view of houses submerged by water in a flooded area]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This aerial view shows houses submerged by water in a flooded area in Adaha, Nigeria, on October 22, 2024.
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                [image: A mountain is reflected in the still water of a reservoir.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph taken on October 21, 2024, shows a view of the Mediano reservoir, in Mediano, Huesca province, Spain, part of a long-term project showing an inventory of several sites in Spain that are suffering from drought.
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                [image: A raccoon rests on a wall near a city.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A raccoon rests at the Cinta Costera, in Panama City, on October 24, 2024. Guides from the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute said that the presence of these animals in the capital city is largely due to the destruction of their habitats. This situation is causing them to increasingly migrate to populated areas in search of food.
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                [image: An upward-facing view of a race horse clearing a fence made of sticks and brush]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A rider clears a fence during a horse race at Fontwell Park Racecourse, in Fontwell, England, on October 23, 2024.
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                [image: A giant skeleton figure stands in a marigold field.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A giant skeleton figure, built by local artisans and representing the Mexican bandit turned revolutionary Francisco "Pancho" Villa, stands in a marigold field for Day of the Dead celebrations, in Atlixco, Mexico, on October 15, 2024.
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                [image: Tourists enjoy blooming sunflowers in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists enjoy blooming sunflowers at Beijing Wenyuhe Park on October 19, 2024, in Beijing, China.
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                [image: Several people lean over in a field to arrange persimmons to dry.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                VIllagers place persimmons outdoors to dry on October 23, 2024, in Yuncheng, Shanxi Province, China. The dried fruit will become sweeter after exposure to sunshine for two to three weeks.
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                [image: A man rides a motorbike at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A man rides a motorbike at sunset in Strasburg, Pennsylvania, on October 19, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of a canal boat crossing an aqueduct bridge over a river]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                In this aerial view, a canal boat crosses the Pontcysyllte Aqueduct as autumnal colors begin to appear on the trees and foliage on the banks of the River Dee, on October 23, 2024, in Llangollen, Denbighshire, Wales.
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                [image: A large drone hovers above a field, carrying equipment to search for mines.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A Ukraine-made drone searches for mines in an agricultural field near the front lines, in the Kharkiv region, Ukraine, on October 23, 2024.
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                [image: A drone view shows sand dunes partially covered by floodwaters.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A drone view shows sand dunes partially covered by floodwaters, after rare rainfall hit the area last September, in Merzouga, Morocco, on October 24, 2024.
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                [image: Houses engulfed by boulders after a landslide]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                This photograph shows houses engulfed by boulders from a nearby hill in Jablanica, Bosnia and Herzegovina, on October 24, 2024, following recent floods and landslides.
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                [image: Tourists navigate the face of a cliff, moving along narrow platforms and steps.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tourists challenge themselves along a Via Ferrata path at Yandang Mountain scenic area, in Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, China, on October 20, 2024.
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                [image: People gather in an open space around candles at a memorial.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fans gather during a tribute for Liam Payne at Cathedral Gardens on October 20, 2024, in Manchester, England. The former One Direction singer fell to his death from a hotel balcony in Buenos Aires on October 16.
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                [image: Oarsman wearing traditional gear paddle a highly decorated boat.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Thai oarsmen take part in a rehearsal of Thailand's King Maha Vajiralongkorn's royal-barge procession, to mark his 72nd birthday, along the Chao Phraya River, in Bangkok, Thailand, on October 22, 2024.
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        Photos of the 1893 Chicago World's Fair

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	October 25, 2024

            	30 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            One hundred thirty-one years ago, Chicago hosted the World's Columbian Exposition, also known as the Chicago World's Fair, which recorded more than 25 million admissions from May 1 through October 31, 1893. The overall theme was to celebrate the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus landing in the New World. Architect Daniel Burnham and landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted worked together with many others to reshape a swampy park along Lake Michigan into a 686-acre Venetian-inspired fairground. More than 65,000 exhibits from 46 nations were displayed in more than 200 structures built for the fair. Visitors were introduced to many new (and relatively new) concepts, inventions, and products, from Cracker Jack and Juicy Fruit gum to large-scale electric lighting and the Ferris wheel.


This photo essay originally misidentified the year a "farthest north" record was set.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A black-and-white photograph from 1893 showing several people standing along a fence on top of a building, looking out over a large fairground filled with ornate buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors to the World's Columbian Exposition look out over the Basin and the Court of Honor. This view from the roof of the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building looks from southeast to northwest over the Grand Basin.
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                [image: People sit on steps along the a lagoon beneath a sculpture of a draft horse and teamster.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People sit on steps along the Court of Honor lagoon beneath a sculpture of a draft horse and teamster by sculptors Daniel Chester French and Edward Clark Potter. The large domed building is the Administration Building, with the Electricity Building in the background at right.
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                [image: The domes and rooftops of many buildings captured from above]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bird's-eye view of the fairgrounds from the north end, looking south. At lower left, four passenger cars are stopped at Mount Vernon Station along the fair's three-mile-long electric-powered elevated Intramural Railway system. The shoreline of Lake Michigan is seen at left, many of the 37 State Buildings appear in the middle of the image, and the domes and rooftops of most of the Great Exhibit Halls stand in the background.
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                [image: A very tall Ferris wheel stands above fair buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The original Ferris wheel stands above the Midway Plaisance. With a diameter of 250 feet, this carnival ride was designed and built by George Washington Gale Ferris Jr., who had bid to create a monument for the exposition that would rival the Eiffel Tower, which had been built for the Paris International Exposition of 1889. The wheel's 36 cars were capable of holding 60 people each, and a 50-cent ticket gave passengers two full revolutions, taking about 20 minutes.
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                [image: So many hats. A crowd of mostly men, almost all wearing hats, fills a wide open space in a fairground in 1893.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A large crowd gathers for the opening of the World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, Illinois, on May 1, 1893.
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                [image: A gondola is rowed past a restaurant with many fanciful conical towers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A gondola is rowed past the Cafe de la Marine, a popular restaurant situated at the northern end of the Lagoon, alongside several other themed restaurants, including a Japanese teahouse, a soda fountain, and a Swedish cafe.
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                [image: An interior view of a large exhibit hall with many exhibit stalls]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An interior view of the Agricultural Building, looking down from the Gallery level, showing exhibits staged by some of the U.S. states, at lower left, and Canada, at lower right
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                [image: A replica woolly mammoth and giant octopus are displayed inside a hall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A replica woolly mammoth and giant octopus are displayed inside the Anthropology Building.
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                The Field Museum Library
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People sit and stand near an ornate exhibit structure representing Russia, inside a much larger hall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Russia's exhibit stands inside the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building.
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                [image: A large crowd of fair-goers walk on an avenue between many buildings.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk through the fairgrounds, past State Buildings of Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and others, at left, and the Palace of Fine Arts at right.
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                [image: Passengers ride in a small boat past a tall statue on a pedestal in a basin surrounded by many-columned structures.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Passengers ride in an electric launch past the Statue of the Republic. The 65-foot-tall statue, covered in gold leaf, was meant to represent the strength of the American republic. It stood at the northeastern corner of the Grand Basin, in front of the Grand Arch of the 550-foot-long Peristyle that allowed water access to Lake Michigan.
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                [image: A night scene of fairground buildings lit up by electric lights]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Agricultural Building and Grand Basin seen at night, illuminated by electric lights, putting on a large-scale show of Westinghouse's alternating current system
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                [image: An elevated view of a covered moving sidewalk loop, stretching out along a pier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Great Wharf Moving Sidewalk carried passengers up and down a long pier between steamships and the fairgrounds. The sidewalk had both seated and standing sections.
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                [image: A full-scale replica battleship "docked" beside a pier]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Illinois was a full-scale replica battleship, constructed in place on wooden pilings and made out of brick, stucco, and wood. The exhibit was built and operated by the U.S. Navy, to demonstrate its new Indiana-class battleships.
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                [image: A replica of a historic sailing ship docked beside a large building]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A replica of the Santa Maria, one of three replicas of Christopher Columbus's ships at the fair, docked near the Court of Honor
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                [image: People walk past a fairground exhibit built to resemble Vienna in the 1600s.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of "Old Vienna" on the Midway. The sign reads "Old Vienna, an exact architectural reproduction of streets and buildings of Vienna as  it actually appeared 200 years ago."
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                [image: People walk past a building on a fairground midway, with a sign advertising an international dress and costume exhibit.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The "World's Congress of Beauty" along the Midway. The sign reads "International Dress & Costume Exhibit. 40 Ladies from 40 Nations. World's Congress of Beauty."
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                [image: A close view of people at the foot of a large Ferris wheel]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                People walk past the enormous Ferris wheel on the Midway.
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                [image: A line of people and animals in front of an ornate arched building facade]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trained animals are lined up with trainers, clowns, and others on the Midway.
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                [image: The interior of an old exhibit hall decorated with bunting and filled with stuffed animals in and near display cases]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An interior view of the Smithsonian Institution and United States National Museum Department of Mammals exhibit.
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                [image: Several mannequins depicting Native Americans in traditional dress sit in glass display cases.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Mannequins of Native Americans are exhibited in the United States Government Building, presented by the Department of Ethnology and Bureau of American Ethnology.
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                [image: A large diorama depicting several men shaking hands in an arctic scene with sled dogs]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A large diorama presents a scene from the Greely Expedition (Lady Franklin Bay Expedition), showing Lieutenant Adolphus Greely, of the U.S. Army, welcoming Lieutenant James Lockwood and Sergeant David Brainard back to Fort Conger, in the Canadian Arctic, after they had just set a new "farthest north" record in 1881.
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                [image: Various giant refractory lenses in an exhibit hall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Varied Fresnel lenses for lighthouses and other navigational lights are displayed in a U.S. Patent Office exhibit.
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                [image: An enormous wheel of cheddar cheese on a sturdy cart in an exhibit hall]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Mammoth Cheese, a 22,000-pound wheel of cheddar cheese made in Perth, Ontario, is displayed in Canada's exhibit in the Agricultural Building.
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                [image: An exhibit space displays cannons, rifles, bayonets, and more.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An exhibit space for the U.S. Army's Ordnance Department displays cannons, rifles, bayonets, and more.
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                [image: Gondoliers carry passengers across a lagoon, with several large buildings in the background.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Gondoliers carry passengers across the Lagoon, with the huge Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building in the background at left and the Electricity Building at right.
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                [image: A large fanciful sculpture of a ship rowed by eight women, carrying a figure on a pedestal.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of a sculpture in the "Fountain of the Republic," along the Great Basin.
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                [image: Several buildings of varied architectural styles sit at the edge of a lagoon.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                From left: National buildings from Brazil and Sweden, the Cafe de la Marine, and the Fisheries Building
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                The Project Gutenberg EBook of Official Views of the World's Columbian Exposition
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Many fountains and large buildings clustered around a broad basin]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view looking south across the west end of the Great Basin
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                [image: Several people walk past carnival rides and exhibits in a photo from 1893.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Visitors walk past the Kilauea Cyclorama on the Midway, with the Ferris wheel in the background. The Kilauea Cyclorama housed a striking depiction of Hawaii's Kilauea volcano, painted on an 11-foot-tall canvas covering the walls of a room with a 90-foot circumference.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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